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Finance FoodFrom to
as the City continues to go through the changes and challenges 

brought on by the economic downturn, some ex-bankers are 
leaving to start their own businesses; and many of them are 

heading into the world of food. Emma Johnson investigates 
those foodies who have given up on finance P

art of the culture of the 
City is first the making 
of the money, and then 
the spending of it. In the 
last ten years – despite 
challenging economic 
times – the proliferation 

of restaurants and bars in the City has 
dramatically increased, proving that many of 
those in the financial heart of London are not 
only thriving, but still enjoying themselves 
while they do it. the very best in food and 
wine takes centre stage in this enjoyment 
– oysters, caviar, Champagne, lobster, truffle 
and first-growth Bordeaux abound on menus 
across the Square Mile and if there’s one 
thing for sure, it’s that those in the City know 
how to enjoy their food.  
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about the day’s events, trying to out-do each 
other in humour and swagger. It is a City 
venue through and through, something that 
could perhaps have only been achieved by 
an ex-banker. 

So how did Jessen find himself moving 
from the City to here? “I loved [the City] 
for five years, liked it for two years and 
then, in the last two years, I started to think 
about doing something else. It was a mix of 
burning out, high stress, sitting on a trading 
floor looking at screens all day long, and 
a hostile environment. It was enormously 
exciting working in that environment 
among bright people – but it’s very un-
relaxing. It was an aggressive environment 
– I liked that when I was younger, but after 
a while you get tired of it,” he recalls.

And even if the environment is changing, 
it’s not necessarily getting better. andy 
Moffat, who now owns Redemption Brewery, 
one of London’s most renowned and 
respected local breweries, says: 
“I think some people take  
a calculated approach that the 
financial incentives are less of 
an attraction than they once 
were.  New capital adequacy 
rules probably make it more 
difficult to achieve the levels 
of performance that individuals managed 
to achieve in the good years. I also think 
entrepreneurship has become fashionable 
and there have been numerous role models 

Soren JeSSen
Business: 1 Lombard Street
Used to work: Goldman Sachs, UBS
Time in the City: 10 years
One big lesson learned? I’ve learnt that you 
need to be a little bit careful of jumping on 
the bandwagon with restaurant trends. If 
you want to be an institution, it’s a case of 
focusing on your basics. There was a huge 
investment here in updating the place, but 
still offering something people want. And, 
financially, I budget.
Do you miss the City? No. I have the best part 
of the City now. I see a lot old colleagues, 
coming in and out and I like the buzz.
Any regrets? I could have done some things 
better, had things happen quicker.
Plans for the future: I want to do another all-
day brasserie like 1 Lombard Street, in Soho. 
and I’d like to open more City locations.

that have inspired people to start 
a business.”

a change in environment has been 
the inspiration behind many recent 

entrepreneurs, not least rob ford, whose 
online shopping venture, tilia, delivers the 
highest-end food and wine from renowned 
artisan producers throughout the London – 

including the likes of Allens of Mayfair and 
The Rib Man. Like Jessen, Ford says that so 
much of his life in the City was made up 
of searching for and eating good food that 

going into the business was 
a natural progression. But it 
also fulfilled another criteria. 
“It was a bit of a challenge to 
try to make a success outside 
of the comfortable world I 
had created for myself in the 
finance industry,” he explains. 

And it certainly is a challenging move. “I 
knew what I wanted to do, but I probably 
spent two years trying to convince myself 
it was a bad idea,” says Moffat. “My career 

I love food, I love wine, I love 
hospitality. I wanted to open 

something in the City because 
there was nothing here



in finance taught me that 
if something sounds too 
good to be true it probably is. 
Eventually I reached a stage 
where I was comfortable that 
the chances of making a brewing 
business work were reasonable.”

This no-risk approach to a new business 
is typical of ex-City workers. Jessen explains 
how he has remained successful because he 
puts his business head before his passion, 
every time. “It’s maybe difficult to be a really 
good chef, for instance, and then hire a 

rob ford
Business: Tilia
Used to work: Deutsche Bank & Standard 
Chartered
In the City for: 11 years
One big lesson learned? Building a business 
from scratch takes time and a lot of ups and 
downs. I would have prepared myself better 
for those fluctuations with hindsight.
What did the City teach you? It’s a corny 
corporate phrase but ‘persistence beats 
resistance’ does ring true in the early days  
of entrepreneurialism.
Do you miss the City? On a bad day I can 
miss some of the social aspects, but on the 
whole I love everything about Tilia, both as 
a service to use and a business to own.
Friends’ & colleagues’ reaction: They thought 
I was absolutely mad; some very strong 
words were exchanged.
Any regrets? No, we are all made up of our 
experiences and I like where I am right now.

good finance director – I think the reverse 
is probably easier. To have a good business 
approach, understand the finances, negotiate 
a good deal, hire the right people, and then 
find a good chef to work with. Of course, I 
don’t think that you can invent a passion for 
something you don’t have, but equally it’s 

got to work as a business, and 
we’ve got to be able to pay the 
bills at the end of the month.”

Part of Jessen’s inspiration 
behind moving into restaurants, 
was because he wanted to, 

“deal with a more tangible product” and 
because he saw a need for something in 
the City world he knew and had loved. 
Working with something physical that you 
can produce, and which has a real sense of 
place, has been the inspiration behind both 
Moffat’s brewery, as also Ian Hart’s Sacred 
Gin distillery. “I have always enjoyed a good 
gin and tonic; so I thought I’d have a go at 
making my own gin,” explains Hart. “Plus, 
as a Londoner, I liked the idea of producing 
what is traditionally a London product, 
actually in London.”

Hart left his head hunting role in the 
City because the economy was affecting 
his work and he “knew there must be 
something more interesting out there for 
me”. Using his degree in natural sciences 
and his rather unique childhood hobby of 
distilling things at home, meant eventually 
gin presented itself as a realistic business 
proposition. But having the basic skills 

didn’t mean there wasn’t a lot 
to learn. “We had very vague 

ideas about branding. The 
name Sacred, for example, 
comes from the fact that 
one of our botanicals is 
frankincense from the 

Boswellia sacra tree – but 
we didn’t really have much of 

a clue. Our very first label was 
a gold crown which I cut out myself 

using a scalpel knife,” he recalls. 
Branding, one of the most important 

things for any business these days, is 
something all entrepreneurs have had to 
consider, and learn the specifics of fast.  
“I wish I had thought about branding, as it’s 
absolutely key,” say Rob Ford. “I had no idea 
about mine, or my company’s image, I just 
thought that amazing produce would do all 
the work for me. That has some truth to it, 
but it’s a competitive market so you need to 
work a little harder than that.”

I was on the inside when 
the banking crisis started 
and I knew I had to get out
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Jonathan & 
Joanna Carthew
Business: Black Mountains Smokery, 
Brecon Beacons 
Used to work: Barclays Bank
One big lesson learned? When starting a 
new business it is very easy to spend money 
but very hard to earn it.
What did the City teach you? Having 
witnessed many businesses go under 
through over-spending I knew how to 
avoid those mistakes happening to my 
own business.
Friends’ & colleagues’ reaction: they were 
surprised but very supportive.

In a competitive market, knowing the brand 
and the customer base is vital; as Jessen was 
only too aware of. “I was quite clear about 
branding actually. I knew we needed good 
food at reasonable prices, but then we had 
to trade up from there, because our audience 
want to have more truffles, more lobster. The 
City is much more than bankers; the City is 
lawyers, accountants, all the assistants; but 
everyone has this location in common.”

It’s good to hear that Jessen’s business is 
thriving, but the challenges of the financial 
turbulence of the last five years have had 
their impact too, in more ways than one. as 
ex-bankers and City workers, entrepreneurs 
have found themselves but on the outside 
of the major crash but with a unique 
insight. What was it like watching 
from the outside? “I left in 
2008, so before Lehman and 
the uK bank issues but after 
Bear Stearns and the uS 
sub-prime market collapse. 
as a small business owner 
I can appreciate other SMes’ 
frustration with the banking 
system, but having worked in the 
system I probably have a more balanced view 
than most,” says Moffat.

for others the experience was a little 
more personal. “I was on the inside when 
the banking crisis started and I knew I had 
to get out,” recalls Hart. “Our business was 
therefore born because of the financial 
crisis and, slowly but surely, is growing very 
satisfactorily.”

Perhaps the sagest advice comes from 
Jessen, whose  location in the heart of the 
City has ensured he has always been aware 
of how closely his business is linked to the 
country’s finances. “It was terrifying when it 
happened. and you can’t think you’re out of 
it, you’ve just got to shape up. I remember 
saying to my team, we’re not going to talk 
about ‘when the good times come back’ 
any more, we need to find out how to make 
money in the bad times because the bad 
times are here to stay.” equally, says Jessen, 
you can’t rely on banks to help bail you out 
of some questionable business decisions 
now. “You need to be able to stand on your 
own two feet. a lot of restaurants go under 
because they can’t withstand the bad times. 
In the old days banks would lend to you, but 
not now.”

as a restaurateur whose business has 
been running for 15 years, Jessen clearly 
speaks sense. 1 Lombard Street has become 
a City institution – its location on the main 
intersection at Bank of england and the 
royal exchange geographically puts it at the 

Graham Shore 
Business: Domaine Vintur - wine producing 
in Provence.
Time in the City: I still work in the City part 
time, started in 1984 at touche ross, now 
at Deloitte as a management consultant; I 
also worked on several of the big thatcher 
privatisations of the 1980s.
One big lesson learned? french viticultural 
and wine regulation is worse than I ever 
dreamt. this is not an easy country in which 
to set up a business in any field,  
but agriculture and alcohol are in a  
special category.
What did the City teach you? I’m not sure. I 
don’t give up easily, but that’s hardly unique 
to people in finance. I try at all times to 
have high professional standards. ‘OK’ is just 
not good enough.
Do you miss the City? I have my feet in both 
camps, so no. But I do miss some of the 
adrenaline. the compensations of wine in 
Provence are obvious!

centre of the City, but it has also managed 
to retain its clientele over the years. “It takes 
three years to establish a restaurant. It takes 
five years plus to make a good restaurant. 
If you’ve been around for ten years, it’s an 
institution. We’ve been here 15 years now 
and unless we do something stupid, if we 
maintain the level of service we provide, 
aiming a little bit higher all the time, we’ll 
be here another 15 or 25 years. that’s an 
institution. a career in the City is often 
not much more than 15 years. So as far 
as people in the City are concerned, we’ve 
always been here.” 


