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The recent boom in the Bangkok dining scene 
has not only seen Indians filling tables of the 
best new spots in town, but also dominating 
various F&B markets with ventures big 
and small. This new generation of Indian 
entrepreneurs and corporate executives is 
moving away from traditional Indian restaurants 
and becoming savvy about local and global 
dining trends. There are a sister-brother duo 
bringing us hearty American brunch, a pair of 
food entrepreneurs opening up a gourmet salad-
bar chain, two courageous women running their 
own bar, a former IT guy offering an affordable 
but no less stunning rooftop experience, and 
a major textile corporation diversifying into 
design-oriented restaurants and quick-service 
chains. Masala talks to these enterprising, food-
loving people about their exciting projects and 
new developments in this competitive business.

First-time entrepreneurs and seasoned businessmen on 
their latest bars, restaurants, and quick-service outlets

Photography by Christian Hogue



48 | Masalathai.com

When it comes to brunch, if luxurious platters of poached 
eggs, homemade sausage, bacon, and hash are more your 
thing than hotel buffets, you’ve probably been to Roast 
on Thonglor Soi 13. More recently, however, an exciting 
new brunch option has emerged just up the street on the 
ground floor of the new Nihonmura community mall. The 
nostalgically named Tribeca Restobar is wooing customers 
with its diverse selection of American-style comfort food 
and its elegant marble, white tile, and copper decor.  
 The other curious fixtures here are the two owners—a 
young woman with a big smile and fabulous print dresses 
and a young man with a two-day beard and colourful 
hipster plaid shirts. 

American 
Comfort
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They’ve been fixtures at weekend farmers markets, too, 
selling samples of their fried chicken and waffle dish. 
Curious customers ask them if they’re from New York, or 
if they’re Jewish. But they’re neither. As many readers of 
Masala already know, they’re Singaporean-Thai-Indian 
brother-sister team Rishi and Shareen Arora, of by-order 
Patisserie Le Soleil fame. Whereas many Thai-Indian 
investors prefer to put their money in hotels and/or assume 
a behind-the-scenes role, the Arora siblings are breaking 
the mould by going the standalone route and being hands-
on in Tribeca’s day-to-day operations.  
 Rishi wasn’t always working with food. In fact, after his 
national service in Singapore, he moved to Chiang Mai to 
help with his extended family’s tailoring factory. But inspired 
by the delicious desserts his sister was making as part of her 
pastry course at Le Cordon Bleu, he decided to move to 
Bangkok and get involved. Soon, he took Shareen’s lead by 
enrolling in a short course and interning at a friend’s café in 
Singapore to learn the ropes of the business.  
 Their own venture began taking shape almost 
two years ago, when they first found their location at 
Nihonmura community mall, which was very much under 
construction. In the meantime, there were hundreds of 
details to work out—the interior designer, the concept, 
the chef, and of course, the name. There were lots of false 
starts. “We wanted to do a midnight dessert bar called 
Après, which means after in French. But we thought 
people wouldn’t know how to pronounce it,” Rishi says. 
“Then we thought of The Artisan, a place where you 
get really good organic food and brunch.” They even 
considered the mouthful of a name Bistronomique. 
Eventually Rishi happened to read the word Tribeca in a 
book. It stuck, and the concept of New York–style brunch 
coalesced around it. 
 But that was not the last of their problems. The 
Aroras have been through two chefs—the second of 

whom declared he didn’t like Indians—before finding one 
with the right skills and the right attitude. Like all other 
restaurant owners, they also struggle with staffing and 
training. “They just get up and leave. You have to keep 
calling, and they don’t pick up their phone,” Shareen says. 
“But we’re lucky because we’ve got a few people who are 
very solid, and they’re even guiding us in a way because 
they come from strong establishments.” 
 And so far, so good. Their weekend brunch is pretty 
full, and even Indian kitty lunches have zeroed in on 
Tribeca. Perhaps best of all, the owner of Roast has given 
them a thumbs-up as well. “We’re sourcing coffee from 
him to show gratitude for all his support,” Rishi says.  
 The Aroras have no investors. “We had many people 
approaching us, but we wanted to do it on our own,” 
Shareen explains. “We wanted to have complete control 
over what we were doing.” And all in all, despite having 
fronted all of the capital themselves, the two are not 
nervous. Rishi says, “If you’re confident in your product, 
and you’re able to put in the amount of effort and time… 
of course it’s a big amount of money, but if you work hard 
enough, you can definitely make it back.” —MRIGAA SETHI
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First Time’s 
the Charm

She is not your regular, on-the-radar Indian in 
Sukhumvit, she says. In fact, most people know Saloni 
Jirathaneswongse through her bar, The Alchemist, 
which she co-owns with her high-school friend Tapanee 
“Taps” Manaves. For a nightlife business owner, 
Saloni is surprisingly sunny and sincere; the ex-IBM 
telecommunications consultant also turns up right on time 
for the interview and isn’t afraid to share her fears as a 
woman bar-owner. 
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of their money between 12 and 2am. But for two women 
running a bar [without male bouncers], this is the best 
scenario.”  
 Recently, The Alchemist has started doing events 
featuring acoustic gigs from local bands. Saloni believes 
that cheap drinks cannot really be the only draw. The duo 
is looking for an events manager, and their next goal is to 
have more events in the high season. As for the future, 
Saloni has no plans to expand, nor does she see herself 
getting back into working for a big company. “It’s not 
about the money. This life for me is more flexible and also 
allows me to do many things.” —REENA KARIM

 The first-time entrepreneurs stumbled upon the idea 
of opening up a bar after their career as radio jockeys for 
Wave FM 88 abruptly ended when the company went 
under after a day’s notice. Despite their day jobs—Saloni 
as the manager of her family’s serviced apartments and 
Tapanee as a senior research executive for Insight Asia, 
the women had free time and wanted to do something 
creative with it. 
 Luckily for them, around the same time as they were 
scouting for a place, Saloni’s father-in-law was looking to 
sublet the ground floor space of his tailoring shop. “It was 
perfect,” Saloni says about the little sub-soi off Sukhumvit 
Soi 11. “The small street had morphed into restaurants 
and bars, so it was just the right opportunity and timing.”  
 But why a bar, you might think. “Initially, I thought of 
a small pizza place. But given the limited amount of space, 
there was no room for a kitchen.” To make most of the 
40 sqm area, the women had to cut corners by narrowing 
down tables, concealing the glass washing unit under the 
counter, and even using the space under the staircase as 
storage space. 
 For two women starting a self-financed venture, 
the stakes were high, and so they started small and from 
the very bottom. “We made a dorky business plan and 
did a cash projection sheet to set a realistic goal [for our 
investment returns]”. But there were other concerns, too. 
Saloni says, “Our fear was What if the mafia gets involved? 
or What if I fail at this age?” Luckily for them, being located 
on a private street has its benefits, and so far there has not 
been any outside interference.   
 As for the actual operations, the women have taken 
on specific tasks—Taps designs the menu and handles 
the creative aspect, while Saloni does the books, and 
together they are perfecting the formula for managing a 
successful business. Two challenging years on, the ladies 
are right on target with their business plan. Even though 
they haven’t yet earned back their investments, they are 
more than breaking even on a monthly basis. Saloni says 
the only reason they have made it this far is because of 
perseverance and rules that they had set forth since the 
start. “We close at 12 sharp, even though bars make most 
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It is Sunday evening at Above Eleven. The rooftop bar 
and restaurant has been opened for only half an hour. 
All the tables with the best views are already taken or 
reserved. So are the larger lower tables with armchairs and 
sofas. The only available seats can be found at the bar, and 
people are quickly filling them up. “This is an easy night 
for us,” says one of the bartenders.  

The Sky’s 
the Limit
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 Since its opening over a year ago, this two-level 
rooftop bar on Sukhumvit Soi 11 has been a big hit, 
frequented by young Thai professionals, travellers, and 
expats. Owned and operated by Soho Hospitality, Above 
Eleven is the company’s first foray into the food and 
beverage sector. Rohit Sachdev, the man behind Soho 
Hospitality is also an F&B rookie. After a degree in 
finance and management information systems from New 
York University, Rohit worked in software development 
and infrastructure practice for Arthur Andersen in New 
York City until 2003. “So from a professional standpoint, 
I’m an IT guy,” he laughs. 
 Rohit’s family had been interested in diversifying 
from the textile business into property development. 
So when Rohit returned to Bangkok in 2004, the third-
generation Thai-Indian began to develop Fraser Suites 
Sukhumvit with US-based architects Stephen O’Dell 
and Patrick Keane, under a company named Sachdev 
O’Dell Architects (SODA), which designed rooms for 
international clients like Accor and InterContinental. In 
2010, after Rohit and his American partners went their 
separate ways, Soho Hospitality was born as an interior 
design and F&B consulting firm. Their current design 
projects include the renovation of the Movenpick Phuket 
and a rooftop bar at the Taj Chennai. 
 Rohit envisioned Above Eleven as a play on the park 
experience, hence the bar’s tree-like steel sculptures and 
the green-and-brown palette. Seeing that there are already 
a few successful rooftop bars in Bangkok that cater to the 
affluent crowd, Rohit wanted a rooftop bar that was fun, 
unpretentious, and affordable.   
 “Back in the day, we only had rich people to cater 
to, but I think the businesses that are going to succeed 
are those that cater to the emerging middle class and the 
upper middle class…I think it’s a big misconception that if 
you’re not high-end, you don’t know [about quality].” 
 As Above Eleven has become a success story, people 
can no longer question its menu of Peruvian food. The 
cuisine is making splashes in a competitive Asian market 

like Hong Kong. But it remains unfamiliar to Bangkok. 
Rohit admits he took a big risk by introducing Nikkei, a 
century-old Japanese-Peruvian fusion cuisine, to Bangkok 
diners, but having been to Peru four times (Rohit’s wife 
is Peruvian), he was confident that the food would please 
the Thai palate given its emphasis on rice, spiciness, 
and grilled meats. There is also classic Japanese fare on 
the menu that serves as a safety net. “We tend to think 
everybody is adventurous, but there are a lot of people 
who are conservative,” Rohit explains. 
 Less than two years since the opening, Soho 
Hospitality plans to open a third level, called Gramercy 
Park at Above Eleven, in September. And the company is 
in the process of converting the fifth floor of Fraser Suites 
Sukhumvit into a restaurant that Rohit is almost too 
excited to keep under wraps.  
 But Rohit keeps in mind that there is at best a 50-
50 chance any of his future hotels or restaurants will 
succeed due in part the fickle nature of the business and 
of consumers. “It’s a never-ending game. If somebody says 
he’s done with his restaurant or with his hotel, then he 
doesn’t know what he’s doing. There are [always] ample 
opportunities to improve.” —AMITHA AMRANAND
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All Dressed Up
After the US, Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and Kuwait, Thailand is 
getting its very first branch of celebrity chef–backed gourmet salad bar and 
sandwich chain Dressed. As of press time, its opening on the ground floor of 
the new development Mercury Ville in Chitlom is just a few weeks away. The 
plan was initially conceived by Sid Sehgal, the creator of Indus.  
 It may seem out of character for the owner of Bangkok’s beloved 
standalone Indian fine-dining restaurant to become a salad bar franchisee. But 
for the 31-year-old businessman, there isn’t really a difference. 
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 “It was the exact same thought process 
that led me to Indus. I’m not an expert on 
Indian food. But I just came back [from 
New York] and thought, There’s only Rang 
Mahal. So there was just the basic idea that 
there’s a demand for it.”  
 As with Indus, Sid’s initial plan was to 
develop a salad bar concept and open the 
restaurant himself. The research process 
took him to the headquarters of several 
international salad chains to gather advice 
and observations. He invited his longtime 
friend and fellow Thai-Indian Anchit 
Sachdev to partner up. Anchit knew more 
than a thing or two about the quick-service franchise 
business. An economics grad–turned–mortgage financier–
turned–restaurateur, the 31-year-old had been living 
in Mumbai where he had developed from scratch and 
expanded food court eateries The Bowl House, Get Indian, 
and Idli & Co. Knowing the years of development and 
painstaking trial and error it takes to create a chain, the 
partners agreed that it made sense to franchise an existing 
brand. 
 Sid and Anchit explored at least five chains—trying 
the food, speaking to the owners. They were about to sign 
with one when someone recommended Dressed at the last 
minute. Right away, they knew that this was the right fit for 
them. They liked the ambiguous, one-word name, but were 
floored by the recipes developed by Chef Justin Smolev, 
formerly of French Laundry and Le Bernardin—hearty 
American-style sandwiches, homemade soups, healthy 
smoothies, and of course, the most important product. 
“When you’re talking about a salad bar, it’s the dressings,” 
Sid says. “It’s like going to MK. You’re not selling anything 
but the sauce. And Dressed has amazing dressings.” 
 There was one other crucial deciding factor, and that 
was how flexible the team at Dressed was willing to be. 
The men were not new to the restaurant business and 
had something to offer the young chain. “We said, ‘Look 

at us as your partner in Thailand’,” Anchit says. “‘We’ll 
expand the outlets, do the business development, you 
don’t have to worry about that.’” Being Dressed’s partners 
in Thailand also meant having some influence on the 
product. Not all of the salad dressings at the Mercury 
Ville branch will be vinaigrettes, for example. “Thais like 
creamy salads,” Sid points out. “Plus the whole Japanese 
thing. We’re going to have at least one Japanese-inspired 
dressing. Some of the beverages might have the option 
of being slightly sweeter than they do [in the US].” 
And because it’s smaller and doesn’t have the same 
rigid specifications as bigger chains such as McDonald’s, 
Dressed agreed to listen. 
 Sid and Anchit have signed a 10-year contract with 
the chain, with the possibility of 10-year renewals. So 
far, they plan a total of five branches in Bangkok in the 
coming months, all in high-profile locations and luxury 
malls. They’ve partnered up with an industrial food 
facility in Bang Plee that will serve as a central kitchen 
for their dressings and other essentials. Clearly, they’re 
in it for the long haul. “A brand has to be built over 
time,” Anchit says. “If you’re doing a chain, you have to 
look at it long-term. Your number of outlets, your sales, 
how you’re perceived, everything matters.” But they’re 

confident that the time is right for the 
Dressed concept. “We believe that people 
are going to continue to want to take 
care of their bodies,” Sid says. “You see 
the organic thing, the number of ads for 
slimming clinics, spas, therapies, yoga 
studios. People are concerned about the 
way they look. It’s our belief they’re going 
to care about the inside as much as the 
outside.” —M.S.
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The word “passion” has become synonymous with food, 
whether it be in a cosy family restaurant, a high-concept 
upscale bar, or even a global fast-food chain. When asked 
why Fico Corporation diversified into the F&B industry, 
Fico’s Managing Director and CEO of Evolution Capital’s 
Food Business Group Sanjay Singh says, “Food is highly 
competitive. There are a lot of players in this industry. 
But if you have the passion for the business, then it makes 
sense to step in there…food is something [Fico Chairman] 
Krit Srichawla is very passionate about, and he wanted to 
grow this business in a more organised manner.”

Passion for 
Expansion
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 And even though each of the Fenix Fairies bars 
and restaurants has its own distinctive concept and 
ambiance, Sanjay sees expansion potential for places 
like Mr. Jones’ Orphanage, The Iron Fairies, and Maggie 
Choo’s. With a sustainable growth pace, Sanjay believes 
the reproductions of these restaurants and bars will not 
destroy the uniqueness that their customers treasure. 
“I seriously doubt that we want to go into the chain 
experience, so we will not go into mindless franchising. 
That’s why all these stores will be personally designed 
by Ashley,” Sanjay says. “Can we have 20 stores, 30 
stores in the next two years’ time? It’s unlikely, but it’s 
quite possible we’ll have eight to 10 stores of Mr. Jones’ 
Orphanage.” 
 Mr. Jones’ Orphanage has already launched its second 
location in Siam Center in January. Its expansion will 
remain domestic this year, with the possibility of two 
more openings in Bangkok. Next year, the focus will be 
on international expansion of the dessert bar into other 
markets in Asia. The company has begun discussions 
in Seoul and Tokyo and sees potential in Hong Kong 
and other cities where Evolution Capital has already 
established its hospitality and food businesses. 
 No matter how wide a restaurant’s reach is, the CEO 
still thinks a successful and sustainable growth in the food 
industry comes from passion. “When you’re passionate, 
you get obsessed about small things. And when you 
achieve perfection, consumers are going to get the best, 
and when they get the best, they’ll always come back to 
you because that’s what they want.” —A.A.

 Fico Corporation, founded by the Srichawla family, 
began as a textile company in 1947. Today, it has 
expanded to become one of the key players in the real 
estate development and hospitality sectors. Its portfolio 
includes not only global hotel brands like Novotel, 
Holiday Inn, and Le Fenix, but also boutique properties 
such as The Eugenia Hotel & Spa and Hotel Muse.  
 More recently, Fico has gotten involved in operating 
bars and restaurants designed by nightlife concept guru 
Ashley Sutton—The Iron Fairies, Fat Gut’z, Fat’r Gut’z, 
Mr. Jones’ Orphanage, Clouds, and Maggie Choo’s—
under the Fenix Fairies brand. In 2011, the company set 
up Fico Foods and became the master franchise holder of 
Coffee Beans & Tea Leaf and Domino’s Pizza in Thailand, 
both of which opened their first locations in the country 
late last year. 
 The year 2012 also marked an important step in 
Fico’s longtime relationship with asset management 
and investment firm Capital Evolution, when it became 
Capital Evolution’s biggest shareholder. This new 
partnership sees the merging of the two companies’ food 
businesses into Food Business Group, with Evolution 
Capital’s digital media segment Monster Media providing 
their F&B brands with online ordering systems and 
improved presence on the e-commerce platform. “So 
they’ve become the technology bridge,” Sanjay explains. 
And in the future, “Evolution Capital will get more and 
more involved on the food side.”  
 For Fenix Fairies, the conglomerate gives Sutton full 
creative control while providing him with back-office 
and operational support—from human resources, social 
media, and IT to financing, accounting, and marketing. 
“The relationship works very well. It frees him from day-
to-day stuff, and he gets more focused on creating these 
destinations,” Sanjay says.


