
A GREAT 
TIME FOR 

AFRICA
“No one is going to do it for us; we have 

to make it happen for ourselves.”
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ivil Engineer turned 
restaurateur, Desmond 
Mabuza, is a dedicated 
family man and  successful 
businessman with restaurants 
in Johannesburg, Pretoria 
and Nigeria. He believes that 
this is the time for African 
brands and businesses to 

shine, grow and find their space in the global 
arena. In his words, “It is incredible to be part 
of this African story”.

SOLID FOUNDATION
Desmond lives for two things: family and business. 
And it’s clear when you meet him that he is 
serious about both. A stickler for punctuality, 
he is not a man to waste time; yet he is friendly, 
approachable and easy going. Born and bred 
in Soweto, Desmond spent the first 15 years 
of his life between his paternal home in Dube 
and his maternal home in Orlando West.  The 
eldest son of Vela Mabuza and the late Dinah 
Mabuza, his childhood memories are rich and 
happy. “Our home in Dube was characterised 
by music – jazz in particular – enjoyed with 
extended family and cousins. I was lucky to have 
both my parents and my grandparents involved 
in my life. They all set great examples for me 
and what I learned from their experiences has 
been fundamental to my own success. My mom 
was a superintendent at Baragwanath Hospital 
and her mom an active textile union member 
and a well-known community organiser. I have 
fond memories of the time I spent with both of 
them. They helped shape my character.”
Passion for business Entrepreneurship is in 
Desmond’s DNA. At the age of 78 his father 
still owns a hardware store called White Horse 
in Soweto that has been around for 35 years. 

His grandfather, Ben Mabuza, owned several 
businesses in Sophiatown and in Johannesburg. 

“From the age of ten I would go to the hardware 
shop after school to help out and learn to sell 
and manage stock,” he says. “That’s when my 
love for business started.”
At the age of 15 Desmond left for the US to 
complete high school. He obtained a BSC 
degree in Civil Engineering with a minor 
in Business Administration from Marquette 
University. After graduating he returned to 
South Africa to start a career in engineering. 
But after only four years of corporate life the 
lure of entrepreneurship was too great and he 
started a business in project management. It 
was a few years after that that he got involved 
in what he thought would be a “silent partner” 
investment opportunity in a restaurant venture 
called Back of the Moon at Gold Reef City 
Casino, Johannesburg.

“I was immediately hooked. The first eight 
months after the restaurant’s opening were 
such a success that I decided to sell my interest 
in the project management business to pursue 
my interests in hospitality on a full-time basis.”
It was the start of a wonderful success story. 

“After co-owning and operating Back of the 
Moon for nine years it was time to move on and 
in 2009 I founded the Signature Restaurant 
brand. The first one opened in Morningside, 
Sandton, followed by a second in Pretoria, in 
October 2014. In April 2015, in collaboration 
with a hotel group in Nigeria, we opened another 
restaurant based in their boutique hotel in 
Abuja central business district, called Panache.”

TOUGH DECISIONS
It hasn’t all been plain sailing though. “One 
of the toughest decisions I’ve had to make was 
to close one of my restaurants (Wall Street) 

after two years of trading. Having to break the 
news to a team of 45 people was awful and then 
following through until the last day was a huge 
challenge. At times, the tough and expensive 
business decisions are necessary and some 
valuable lessons are  learned.”

AT TIMES, THE TOUGH 
AND EXPENSIVE 

BUSINESS DECISIONS 
ARE NECESSARY

Despite all the challenges of being an 
entrepreneur, Desmond wouldn’t 
have it any other way. “It’s an absolute 

thrill when all the elements come together, 
when the team works as one and goes the extra 
mile to deliver a spectacular experience for our 
customers. My biggest fear is not being able to 
deliver on our brand promise to a customer 
and having a customer leave unhappy with their 
experience at any of our restaurants.”
When asked about the people who have inspired 
him to succeed in life and business he names 
several: “Firstly, my dad, for his work ethic and 
discipline but also as a reminder that work is not 
everything and that family is just as important. 
Kevin Hedderwick of Famous Brands: what his 
group has managed to achieve both locally and 
internationally is impressive. Danny Meyer is 
one of my global industry favourites with an 
incredible brand of restaurants in New York. 
Steve Jobs’s drive, unconventional thinking 
and commitment to excellence have also been 
a great inspiration to me.”

KEYS TO SUCCESS
Someone who has successfully managed to build 
a premium brand of restaurants in a highly 
competitive market and expand internationally 
has a lot to teach aspirant entrepreneurs. 

FOR ME, WORK ETHIC, ATTITUDE AND A PASSION 
FOR EXCELLENCE ARE EVERYTHING

C
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MY BIGGEST FEAR 
IS NOT BEING 

ABLE TO DELIVER 
ON OUR BRAND 

PROMISE

Desmond at Signature Restaurant in Morningside

Hat and trousers,Trenery
Shirt, H&M
Shoes, Country Road
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Here are Desmond’s top five keys for success 
in business:

• Lead by example. Train, motivate and lead 
your team with passion

• Be prepared to do what it takes and pay 
attention to details

• Be consistent with your product and execution
• Have a long-term view of your business but 

remain flexible
• Go the extra mile for your customers and 

deliver consistently on your brand promise.

“For me, work ethic, attitude and a passion 
for excellence are everything. I personally 
interview every potential team member to 
make sure they have the qualities we need to 
deliver on what we promise.”
Luxury for Desmond is indulgent travel and 
dining. “Seeing the world and tasting the 
cuisine of other countries is fascinating. Like 
most boys, I do also have a weakness for cars 
and watches.” He has high praise for the state 
of South African cuisine. “Having experienced 
many eateries around the world, we are right 
up there with the best the world has to offer.”

MAKING IT HAPPEN
Desmond believes South Africa has huge 
potential. “We need to remember that no 
one is going to do it for us; we have to make 
it happen for ourselves. A culture of self-
belief, hard and smart work, collaboration, 
respect for time and personal accountability 
are some of the ingredients that will assist us 
to get it right as a country. When it comes 
to Africa as a whole, we need to change the 
African narrative. It is concerning that the 
continent is rich in resources, yet most of 
our people still live in poverty. The key lies 
in crafting a new vision for the continent, 
in leadership as a key driver for positive 
change and in a collective effort to create a 
continent we all want to be proud of. For us, 
Africa is home!”
His final word to Blaque readers: “Dream 
big. Do whatever it takes to make it happen 
and find incredible people who can back your 
dream. They do exist!”
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DO WHATEVER IT 
TAKES TO MAKE 
IT HAPPEN AND 

FIND INCREDIBLE 
PEOPLE WHO CAN 

BACK YOUR DREAM
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