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	INTERVIEW WITH  HÜSEYİN ÖZER
CREATOR OF SOFRA AND ÖZER RESTAURANTS
TBCCI are very pleased to present the interview Hüseyin Özer gave to the Chamber Newsletter talking about his life in Turkey and here in the UK and the history of his restaurant business success. Mr Hüseyin Özer, a Sustaining member of the TBCCI, also talked about his outlook and lifestyle as a creator and as a businessman.  
	



	

	Q.  Can you please tell us about yourself and your background? 
My background… Homeless child. I was sent to Ankara from my village to earn money. I’m officially illiterate. I stayed in the streets of Ankara. My main residence was a public toilet. I became a restaurateur now; it starts from being a homeless child. Because I needed food and accommodation. I was too young to be employed, nobody employed me. In the end I found jobs in patisserie shops and pizza shops. I worked and they gave me food. With the money I earned I bought some second-hand jackets and trousers from instalment. And I managed to buy a pair of jeans that was brand new. I did not steal, I did not beg. I was proud, too proud. It is stupid, but it was me. I am still stupid, I am still proud. Still same, same person is there. I am keeping the same child in me. I grew older and I worked in the restaurants. I earned a bit of money. Then with the first money I earned I found myself an English teacher to teach me English. In Ankara I was in a coalhole with a light on, because I was reading religious books. Only they were available in the streets. When I was reading those books I asked the questions why we are Muslims, why we are Christians. God should had a power to make everybody as he likes them to be. I was worried so much about it. Then I went to study English. That was the first thing I did with my money.

	

	I worked in the restaurants; this became my job to survive. I chose to come to this country to learn English while people were going to Germany to make money at the time. I upset my mother that time. She was upset that I was not going to Germany to make money; she called me stupid when I said that I am going to UK to learn English rather than to make money. Before then she was so proud of me. I went back to my village in Rolls Royce. I was driving her around. She was still unhappy that I did not bring a Ford that everybody was gossiping I brought an old banger. I hope she is in heaven now..
	



	

	People were opening kebab shops in this country. I just opened a kebab shop as same as others. I worked in a kebab shop and opened a kebab shop afterwards with a partner. He had the money, I did not have any. Because I had the knowledge and honesty he trusted me. He did not trust himself. I did everything else. I came back and bought Mayfair restaurant from my old boss. I worked in the kebab shop in Chiswick and came back to Mayfair to buy the shop that I used to work as a kebab chef while I was studying English. It was my menu. I came back and use the same menu because it was closed down after I left. We had a queue within a month of opening it as well; I put the tables and chairs outside. There was all space for them. I put the lights, because nobody put the chairs outside at that time. Because we never have enough space inside. It was all cleared. Evening Standard wrote a good article about it at the time. Now that place is becoming a restaurant and cafe area. Queue still goes on there, but the chairs outside are less than before. Council does not like me so much. They don’t give me enough table and chairs. I must have upset them. Other restaurants have more tables and chairs, but I have less than the usual I had before. The queue goes on; there is a girl outside serving the wine while you are waiting in the queue. There is free wine before you get in while you are waiting. Once a VAT man came in to check the VAT. He said “I have got 17 days to retire. I have not seen anything like this in my life. How do you make this much money in this little space? You are paying too much VAT. How do you do it?” He pushed the mirrors, he went downstairs to the kitchen and to the toilets, and there was no space. He could not believe it. It was unforgettable. It’s good to pay the VAT and tax and do it properly. 

	

	I opened cafes later when there was a recession. People could not eat in the restaurants, particularly lunch time. Dinner time still in the queue, for lunch time I recognised that we need to turn to same food into cafe style, but all healthy. I hired two experts to teach me how to make it all healthy. Everything is made to my own taste, to my personal taste. I give guarantees to everyone who walks in. On top of the menu it says “If anything is not to your taste I eat it myself” and then I give another dish.
	

ÖZER OXFORD CIRCUS


	

	It was a kebab shop before then turned to restaurant and opened several cafes in central London including Shepherd Market. Turkish people are copying the same menu now. If they are not running a kebab shop that means they are running Sofra style shops. I hope they are doing a good job as well as earning good money, they are offering good quality food, offering good service to my loved British people and the tourists. 
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SOFRA COVENT GARDEN

	

	I love this country and the culture of British people. I must have been a British man in my previous life. You can see my website. Discovery and Arena on the website, in English and in Turkish. There is a tape for 2 hours interview in the Museum of London in the audio department. It says I describe London as Miss World and more of London as well. 
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	I call Istanbul is amazingly beautiful place. I admire it from one hill to the other, but I call London is Miss World. I call Istanbul is beautiful girl equally, but she is a sister to me.

	

	Now I have five restaurants, all in the best locations, best addresses in London. I had opened restaurants in Turkey, Europe and Dubai. I quit all; quality control is very difficult in this business. Not only in London, everywhere. Restaurants, if not kebabshops are copying Sofra menu. If they would like me to be an honorary consultant, I am here to do it.
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SOFRA MAYFAIR                  SOFRA St JOHN’S WOOD    St CHRISTOPHER’S PLACE

	

	Q.  Which of these narrative at is your success story?.

	I made the changes from kebab to healthy eating before the healthy eating started. Then people learned out the Turkish food are not all kebabs. I tell the world that British people are not eating only fish and chips. Turks do not eat kebab; British people do not eat fish and chips all the time. 

	

	Q.  Can you please describe your interest in and contributions to the fields of restaurateur  and food culture areas? 

	This is not for describing, I am doing it already in my restaurants with a simple design, with a simple food, with the welcoming attitude and the variety that suits British and Turkish people. Smile, this is the country of the taste. This is well related with what I do. 
	


	

	Q.  How do you reconcile your philosophical outlook on the cultures you have introduced and in life in general with your businessman position?

	I do not have the businessman’s heart. I should have been doing something like reading, writing, music, art, theatre, film, that sort of things I should have done, but not business. Because I did not have a chance to study when I was a child, it became my job. My life, it is me, the restaurants, food, drink, welcoming hospitality... I am very passionate with what I do. In fact I am very lucky I do it the way an artist can do the art and I do the same thing in my business. in the restaurant rather than the business I call it the restaurants what I do it. I choose the places that I like the area so much myself. I opened the first restaurant for the Turkish ambassador to come in Shepherd Market. But I had bullet-proof windows for him. Otherwise, he was eating in kebapshops, taking his guests to kebapshops. Most of the time I make a joke and I say to the journalists when they ask me why did you change the food from the kebabs and I tell them because there was no good restaurant to take my girlfriend, then I opened it for her. It is partly joke and partly true. Couples are my customers, middle class. One day I counted 20 chairs, 20 people; only one person was a man in Shepherd Market. Everybody else was female. I add steaks and fish and I looked after the man as well. They have to come with their ladies. Still healthy eating, because there is no sauce, no cream. But taste is guaranteed. 



	

	Q.  Can you tell us about charity and sponsorship activities?

	Yes I will do it now. There was a foundation I created in Turkey when I first earned my money. I sent my pocket money there. There was a child 13 year old ... 1999 then he failed to get a sponsorship from Cambridge University or the government, he lost his case. When I read in the Times, I wanted to sponsor him. He was only 13 year old. I had an expensive Cartier watch.  At the time I tried to sell it. Worth about £12000. I was ready to sell it for £4000 to sponsor. But after I got involved, the Sun newspaper took it over from me. This was news in The Times. Then I did not have to sell my watch. They take priority. Never seen the man never sold the watch but I lost it later. Since then I never have a cheap watch

Another 13 year old student joining Cambridge, he was called William Pitt. He was a young prime minister. But this guy had a support from the museum foundation. Firstly he was studying theology. That day I wanted to pay because I had a chauffeur driven car, and then I stopped that. My accountant did not like the idea so much. My secretary Judy and I did it secretly, but I did. I travelled by bus. We told the accountant that no more driver, no more driven car. Then, I paid the first year. After that he did not need my support, Cambridge University supported him. 
This reminds me about something else. I was very crossed with a judgement I read in the Times newspaper, not at the same time, maybe 2 years before then. I did not like the judgement. A 84 year old man was being put into prison. Because he could not go, he was too old, he was fined £4000, he could not pay.. He was living in a hut, but the law man was threatening him to come and take his television. I told my secretary July this time, not Judy, July find out the guy and I paid him the fine, £4000. 

	

	Q.  How about your relations with people who work for you?

	I call them sons and daughters. I own of them as my own children, not like servants. They offer Turkish hospitality rather than being Turkish servants. Kemal Ataturk said I cannot make a servant out of this nation. If he could not make it how can I. 

	

	Q.  Do you like to cook for yourself? What are your favourite dishes?

	I love people. Because of that I do love cooking. I do not like to cook for myself. I can live a simple life. I like to bliss others, that makes me a chef. There is a stuffed Tokat wrapped in vine leaves with bulgur (boiled and pounded wheat),  beef and some herbs and spices from particular part of Turkey, Tokat. That is my favourite. A recipe from one of my mother-in-laws. I love my own Imambayildi as well, that is excellent. Another favourite of mine is Roast Beef, but only if home cooked, not the one you get at restaurants.

	

	Q.  Why is there no Sofra or Özer in Turkey?

	I did open few restaurants in Hotels in Turkey. But because we got so popular in the hotels they started to hire them for weddings or parties. My customers then get crossed. After that, I withdraw my name and leave these restaurants and return. 

	

	Q.  What are your likes and recommendations about general lifestyle? 

	This question is very vast, I would need to say a lot to reply. I will tell you about my lifestyle; very simple. I like walking, cinema, theatre and art. My friends are like me. I have more friends from the world of art than business. I don’t go to clubs. In the evenings, I rest. I do sports. My friends are mostly British since I came to this country. I stay with them in the countryside generally, and they stay with me in Mayfair when they come.
That is my own style. Turkish chefs are copying the same menu now all around, around Sofra. They are creating a new cuisine, new style that I share it with my British friends. This is what I recommend to Turks in this business. They should open restaurants in my style. If they want, I am here to act as an honorary consultant. I want my style to be copied world wide as my contribution; healthy food, healthy life. This style is spreading; and those who do this are making money too. . 

	

	Q.  Do you have a message to the Turkish British business community in the UK?

	I would love to see the Brits and the Turks to become friends in the business as well as in complete relationship within the governments. I would like to see these two countries to make good things together and good friends share things, exchange things.

	

	Hüseyin Bey  Thank you very much
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Select from the links and pictuures below for more information 


about Sofra and Özer Restaurants, menus and 


news about and interviews with Hüseyin Özer





� HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/ozer_oxfordcircus.htm" ��Özer Oxford Circus�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/sofra_coventgarden.htm" ��Sofra Covent Garden�


� HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/sofra_mayfair.htm" ��Sofra Mayfair�     


� HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/sofra_stjohnswood.htm" ��Sofra St John’s Wood� 


�HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/sofra_stchristophersplace.htm"��St Christopher’s Place�


�HYPERLINK "http://www.huseyinozer.com/"��Recepies (Euro D)� 


�HYPERLINK "http://eniyion.hurriyet.com.tr/default.aspx?mekanID=1173&siraID=3502&hID=10138986&mKat=1"��Hürriyet Newspaper. 6 Sep 2009�


�HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/videos/video_discovery_en.htm?keepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&width=480&height=380" \o "Discovery Channel - The World's Richest People (English)"��Discovery Channel video (in English)�


�HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/videos/video_arena_tr.htm?keepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&width=480&height=380" \o "Arena - Interview with Mr. Uğur Dündar (Turkish)"��Euro-D Channel interview (in Turkish)�


�HYPERLINK "http://www.sofra.co.uk/videos/video_arena_en.htm?keepThis=true&TB_iframe=true&width=480&height=380" \o "Arena - Interview with Mr. Uğur Dündar (English)"��Euro-D Channel interview (in English)�
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� HYPERLINK "http://www.huseyinozer.com" ��� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.huseyinozer.com/tr/images/home_restaurant_logos.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET �����
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