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“We like being 
controversial. 
We like rattling 
the cage”

W hen it comes to successful restaurateurs 
in Hong Kong’s capricious F&B scene, 
there are the tenacious, and then there’s 
Syed Asim Hussain. From running zero 

restaurants at the start of 2012, Hussain has gone on to 
open 15 acclaimed eateries as co-founder of the Black 
Sheep Restaurants group. The venues include the city’s 
much-loved fi xer of steak frites, La Vache!; the Hong 
Kong outpost of New York-based Italian-American 
restaurant Carbone; and Ho Lee Fook, which dishes up 
upscale versions of hearty dai pai dong (Hong Kong’s 
open-air food stalls) fare. The repertoire also has 
Argentine, Thai, Vietnamese, French, Italian, American 
and Lebanese cuisines in dynamic guises. And that’s just 
the beginning. 2017 alone saw the group open three new 
venues, and a second La Vache! launched in Tsim Sha 
Tsui in January this year. There are also whispers that 
Japanese and Mexican concepts are in the works. 

Hong Kong-born Hussain went to school in Pakistan, 
but as a teenager returned to work in his father’s 
curry house, The Mughal Room, during the holidays. 
After forging a career in fi nance in New York, Hussain 
returned to Hong Kong in 2010 but decided his heart 
lay closer to the kitchen. He took on an apprenticeship 
with the Dining Concepts restaurant group, where he 
met business partner Christopher Mark, and in 2012 the 
pair launched Black Sheep Restaurants – the name a 
little nod to Hussain’s self-professed “obsession with the 
notion of being an underdog”. Underdog it may have 
been at fi rst, but Black Sheep has become one of the 
city’s most successful restaurant groups, opening new 
venues at a blistering pace. Hussain’s latest venture, New 
Punjab Club, is his most personal to date and has won 
praise for its tandoori cuisine, considered décor and 
spirited service. During a typically busy day, we caught 
up with Hussain to ask just how he’s done it.
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How Syed Asim Hussain, co-founder 

of Black Sheep Restaurants, became 

one of Hong Kong’s most successful 

restaurateurs in just six years
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We hear you and Chris [Mark] both do a 

nightly tour of all of your venues. Why is 

that important to you?

We try to be at every single restaurant 
at least twice a day. Restaurants are 
living, breathing things. Our business is 
only as good as our performance on the 
night you visit! But it can be exhausting, 
especially on weekends. Guests want 
to have a boisterous, boozy good time 
but we have to work! Often, by the 
time we’re done at 1 or 2 o’clock in the 
morning, we have nothing left to give. 

You’ve said that Black Sheep 

Restaurants gets its name from the idea 

of being an underdog. But your father 

ran a popular curry house in the ’80s. 

Were you an underdog starting out in 

this business?

You know, my father wasn’t particularly 
successful. He was terrible! I think on 
some level, I’m picking up where he left 
off . He was an immigrant entrepreneur, 
but he never had a lot of success in the 
restaurant business. Sure, he had The 
Mughal Room for 15 years – a long run by 
any standard, but I also saw him struggle. 
Maybe I’m trying to win the fi ght that 
he didn’t. That’s where my interest in 
hospitality and restaurants comes from. 
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What’s up with the brilliant gold 
toilets in New Punjab Club?

Punjabis may not be very sophisticated but 
we are extremely authentic. We’re very loud, 
brash, and there’s a lot of colour in our food 

and our clothes. I wanted to bring some 
Punjabi-ness to the project and have some 

fun with the bathrooms. 

O N E  P E R S O N A L 

Q U E ST I O N
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LEFT: DIG INTO 

MEATY DISHES AT 

NEW PUNJAB 

CLUB
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OF THE BEST CITIES FOR 

DINING

New York for the energy and 
grit; Tokyo for its culinary 
excellence and commitment 
to tradition; Florence for the 
art, wine and culture; Lahore 
for a taste of my childhood; 
Melbourne, because it’s a 
melting pot of diff erent 
cultures 

DISHES YOU LOVE

The banh mi (Vietnamese 
baguette) Chef Bao makes 
at Le Petit Saigon; the 
massaman curry at Soul Food 
Thai; a home-cooked chicken 
karahi (a spicy Pakistani dish); 
steak frites

WORDS YOU ASSOCIATE 

WITH HONG KONG 
Hustle; hangovers; home

RESTAURANT CONCEPTS 

YOU’RE COOKING UP

We’re in the midst of planning 
a research trip to Mexico 
as we’re fascinated by the 
culinary culture and how it 
changes as you travel down 
the country; we also have an 
izakaya in the works for 2018, 
inspired by the boisterous 
watering holes of Tokyo.

SONG YOU LOVE TO SING 

AT KARAOKE

Elton John’s “Rocket Man”

In 2014, you and Chris opened Ho Lee Fook in 

SoHo. As non-Chinese restaurateurs off ering local 

cuisine in Hong Kong, you divided opinion pretty 

strongly. Did you ever have any doubt about 

whether the concept would take off ? 

We never stopped to think about stuff  like that. 
Maybe we should have! But I do get very mad when 
people say I’m not local. I was born here – do you 
have to be Chinese to be local? [With Ho Lee Fook], 
we wanted to create a local experience and say: 
“this represents our Hong Kong”. 

Did the criticism bother you?

We got a lot of fl ak. People were very off ended by 
Ho Lee Fook when we fi rst opened, but it didn’t 
deter us. It’s very busy now – on a Wednesday night 
at 8pm, there’ll be a two-hour wait. But in the fi rst 
six months, there were many nights where no one 
came in all evening. 

You have roots in Punjab. Is your latest venture, 

New Punjab Club, a personal project?

When we opened New Punjab Club, it felt like things 
were coming full circle – this notion of me picking 
up where my father left off . The oven, one of the 
older gin carts and some of the Damascus steel 
knives were restored from The Mughal Room. My 
parents always found it hard to throw things away. It 
used to annoy me, but now I appreciate it.

The reviews of the food and service have been 

positive, but there’s been chatter about high prices 

at New Punjab Club. What’s your take on that? 

I get this complaint maybe twice a week, even from 
our regulars. But we welcome that reaction. Why 
should we keep ethnic food in the gutter? It’s a 
premium experience. And we are going to charge a 
fair price for that experience: the service, the talent 
in the kitchen, the artwork, the entire sensibility 
from which the restaurant is constructed. To be 
honest, we actually enjoy it when people complain 
about the prices. We like being controversial. We 
like rattling the cage.

Follow Black Sheep Restaurants on Instagram 
@blacksheeprestaurants.
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