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For all the obstacles facing the hospitality 
sector – Brexit, Covid, food and energy 
inflation, the cost-of-living crisis, 

employment taxes – several London-based 
restaurant groups have managed to export their 
concept beyond UK shores. Ambassadors 
Clubhouse has opened in New York, soon to be 
followed by Dishoom, and Hawksmoor has outlets 
in Dublin, New York and Chicago. Gymkhana, 
meanwhile, has opened in Las Vegas and Saudi 
Arabia. Could MW Eat, parent company of 
high-end Indian restaurants Veeraswamy, Chutney 
Mary and Amaya, as well as street-food chain 
Masala Zone, be the next group to take London 
restaurants global?

At the end of last year, MW Eat was sold to a 
division of Fairfax Financial Holdings – a 
Canadian group primarily invested in insurance 
and reinsurance businesses. Although Fairfax 
owns a 1,200 site, multi-brand restaurant group in 
Canada (Recipe Unlimited), they are inexperienced 
when it comes to higher-end dining. However, 
Fairfax’s Hyderabad-born billionaire chair and 
CEO, Prem Watsa, dubbed the Canadian Warren 
Buffett, is reportedly a personal fan of Michelin-
starred Veeraswamy and regularly eats at Chutney 
Mary when visiting London to attend to his other 
passion – tennis at Wimbledon.

But this deal was not just a passion project. 
Watsa says he is “optimistic about the potential 
for MW Eat over the long term”, while the Fairfax 
ownership will likely allow more patience than a 
private equity investment would. MW Eat is in 
healthy financial shape, with pre-tax profits up 
31% to £4.4m in the year to 30 March 2025, and 
turnover at £31.7m.

Increasing profit margins are pretty rare in the 
hospitality sector. Take a quick walk around the 
centre of London and you’ll see plenty of full 
restaurants, but all is not well. “It used to be the 
case that most of those restaurants would convert 
at least 25% EBITDA, so for every pound they 
generated, 25% of that would be profit,” says David 
Roberts, corporate M&A partner and head of the 
leisure sector at CMS. “But with the influx of 
additional costs around staffing and VAT and 
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Just for starters?

The Crown vs ... 

“The whole thing is 
baffling,” Ranjit Mathrani 
told restaurant publication 
Harden’s. “As someone who 
worked in government for 
18 years, I find myself 
wondering, ‘Are these 
people serious?’ The only 
explanation I can think of is 
that middle-level people at 
the Crown Estate have 
become so blinkered that 
they can’t see the situation 
in full.”

The dispute between 
Veeraswamy and the 
Crown Estate began 
when the latter 
announced plans to 
renovate Victory 
House, the Grade II-
listed Regent Street 
building that had 
been home to 
Veeraswamy for 100 
years. Its 
“modernisation” 
would make the 
entrance to the 
restaurant inaccessible.

A 20,000-signature 
petition protesting the 
landlord’s move was 
delivered to Buckingham 
Palace in February – a venue 
where, as Mathrani points 
out, Veeraswamy have twice 
been commissioned to cater 
for banquets.
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1926
Veeraswamy opened on 
Regent Street by Edward Palmer, a retired 
Anglo-Indian officer from the British Indian 
Army

1990
Chutney Mary opened in Chelsea, London, 
by Ranjit Mathrani and Namita Panjabi. 
They are soon joined by Namita’s sister 
Camellia from the Taj Group of India. 
Chutney Mary wins the Best Indian 
Restaurant in the UK award within 12 
months

1997
The oldest Indian restaurant in the UK, 
Veeraswamy, is acquired by the Chutney 
Mary Group. “The site was in a poor 
physical condition, so it was a calculated 
risk although a wonderful chance to acquire 
a legend,” Camellia Panjabi said

2001
Masala Zone Soho opens, bringing Indian 
street food and thalis to central London

2004
Amaya opens in Belgravia, earning 
a Michelin star (in 2006) for its 
tawa, tandoor and sigri grills

2005/7 
New Masala Zones open in Earl’s 
Court and Covent Garden

2015 
Chutney Mary relocates to St James

2016 
Veeraswamy earns Michelin star

2023 
Masala Zone Piccadilly opens in the old 
Criterion building. Chutney Mary awarded 
AA restaurant of the year

2025 
MW Eat sold to Fairfax Financial Holdings

2026 
Veeraswamy’s 100th anniversary

inflation – and all those costs are 
not just for the restaurant, but the 

supply chain too – there’s been a 
huge incursion on margins. So when 

you look at a restaurant, it might be 
full, but only converting at 3% or 4%.”
All that said, the best-run restaurants, 

particularly those at higher price points, 
are still converting at 20% “because they’ve 

really managed their costs and their systems”, 
adds Roberts. “They’ve got their employment rota 
system working perfectly well. They’ve built out 
their shoulder periods to drive revenues when 
they’re otherwise quiet. The great thing about 
hospitality is that, given all these fluxes and costs, 

in theory they should all be close to broke. But 
this sector is massively innovative and is 

always regenerating itself.”
 

Private dining?
Those characteristics might seem a good fit 
for private equity, but the MW Eat deal 
shows the potential to look further afield. 

“The usual suspects, in terms of sector-
focused PE funds and trade buyers, are sitting 

on their investments at the moment, waiting 
for things to calm down,” says Roberts.

 Roberts was first introduced to the group in 
2016, when Rothschilds were looking to find a 
buyer. “I have seen numerous approaches over the 
years that didn’t come from the right buyer, didn’t 
have the right valuation, or came at the wrong time, 
but this transaction happened very quickly,” he says.

“Hospitality M&A is never simple,” says Jeremy 
Dennison, part of a team from Travers Smith 
advising Fairfax on the acquisition. “These are 
people businesses that have operated for a long 
time, so things are bound to come up. There’s an 
industry-wide issue about changes in immigration 
law and the availability of labour. And then you have 
the underlying leases for the premises. It’s pretty 
well publicised that the Veeraswamy lease is in 
dispute with the Crown, so obviously that is 
something we looked at as part of the due diligence.” 

The jewel in MW Eat’s own crown, Veeraswamy 
is located in a Regent Street building owned by the 
Crown Estate. With the lease expired, the 



Sharing and caring

Jeremy King and Chris Corbin have 
dominated high-end London dining 
for four decades and are significantly 
responsible for the investment boom 
in the capital’s restaurant scene.

Their company, Corbin & King, 
founded Le Caprice in 1981 and 
theatreland fixture The Ivy in 1990, 
followed by the creations or 
recreations of J.Sheekey, The 
Wolseley and Brasserie Zedel, 
among others. They sold The Ivy, 
along with Caprice Holdings, to 
clothing tycoon Richard Caring in 
2005 for £31m.

In April this year, Caring sold The 
Ivy group of restaurants – which 
now includes over 40 UK & Ireland 
branches of The Ivy as well as 
Scott’s, Sexy Fish and Annabel’s – 
for a reported £1.4bn to Diafa, the 
luxury hospitality subsidiary of an 
investment fund controlled by Abu 
Dhabi’s Sheikh Tahnoon bin Zayed 
al-Nahyan. Its portfolio already 
includes Roka and Zuma, two more 
high-end London restaurants that 
now have dozens of branded 
outposts in resorts and 
metropolises worldwide.

Caring will remain as executive 
chair, with a further £1bn invested 
to drive the group’s next phase of 
expansion, including opening 
branches of The Ivy and Annabel’s 
in the US. 

Does this sting Jeremy King, who 
has just re-opened iconic 
restaurant Simpson’s-in-the-Strand? 
“It doesn’t worry me because I 
couldn’t have done it,” he told 
City AM. “It’s not in my capability to 
have taken that brand and rolled it 
out: it takes a very, very different 
mentality. Things move on, things 
change. Everything is transitional.”
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independent business that 
manages the monarch’s 
hereditary estate wants the site 
redeveloped into offices (see ‘The 
Crown versus …’ box). Despite this 
significant legal due diligence 
challenge, Watsa was keen for the deal 
to go through – a sign that, for what 
Roberts calls “a trophy asset”, some buyers 
may be prepared to take a more nuanced view 
of specific risks. 

As to Fairfax’s ambitions for the group, rival 
operator JKS Restaurants has shown what’s 
possible. After raising private capital in 2023, the 
group has 30 restaurants straddling the UK, the US 
and the Gulf, with double the turnover of MW Eat. 
Watsa told the Financial Times that MW Eat had 
“potential to expand all over the world”.

Unsurprisingly, the plan is to open restaurants 
in Canada, the US and the Middle East. He 
envisages a 10-fold growth in sales within a 
decade and having “30 or 40” Masala Zones in 
Canada. MW Eat’s founders, Ranjit Mathrani, his 
wife Namita Panjabi, and her sister, renowned chef 
and cookery writer Camellia Panjabi, will work 
with Fairfax during the transition before a new 
management team is announced. As 82-year-old 
Mathrani allegedly told Watsa when asked to keep 
working for longer: “I can’t hold your hand while 
I’m being led to the crematorium.”

The acquisition price was not made public. The 
“trophy” nature of a storied, century-old, Indian 
restaurant that has served Gandhi and Nehru as well 
as Marlon Brando and Charlie Chaplin – plus what 
Roberts calls a “diffusion line” with Masala Zone – 
makes for an attractive asset, particularly for a 
billionaire buyer with sentimental attachments. The 
deal went through with no debt involved.

Picky eaters
Roberts admits that the buyers “were not the 
typical acquirers we see in the sector”. So perhaps 
new sources of money are available for the UK 
restaurant sector, thanks to an increase in quality 
and reputation that can be sold across the world. 
“In London in particular, but in the rest of the UK 
as well, the quality of food offering has evolved 
beyond all expectation over the last 30 years,” says 
Roberts. “What we’re now seeing is a whole series 
of international restaurant groups looking to the 
UK for inspiration and concepts that they can take 
abroad. I feel that London is becoming a proving 
ground for international restaurant groups.

“Rather than being all about Sunday roasts or 
fish and chips, UK international cuisine has 
become world-leading, and really that’s on the 
back of private equity investment,” he adds, citing 
The Wolseley and Hakkasan as examples.

Fairfax’s understanding of and involvement in 
the Indian business landscape, with investments 
in Thomas Cook (India) and Sterling Holiday 
Resorts, raises the tantalising coals-to-Newcastle 
prospect of a Veeraswamy in India.

‘Sector-
focused PE 
funds and 

trade buyers 
are sitting on 
investments 
waiting for 

things to calm 
down’

David Roberts
Head of leisure, 

CMS

‘Hospitality 
M&A is never 
simple. These 

are people 
businesses 
that have 

operated for 
a long time’

Jeremy Dennison 
Partner, Travers 

Smith


