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Don’t judge 
a cook by its 
cover. 

At the soft-grey painted 
bar of The Modern 
Pantry, it’s 2.30pm 

and the more leisurely lunchers 
are scraping their white enamel 
plates clean, where previously 
sat a Persian spiced lamb rump 
with morcilla braised leeks, 
lotus root crisps and mandarin 
cream. Anna Hansen walks 
through the restaurant and all 
eyes glance towards her. “That’s 
her, that’s her,” one customer 
whispers to another. Hansen 
is the owner of the critically 
acclaimed fusion eatery in 
Clerkenwell, and in 2012 she was 
awarded an MBE for her suc-
cess as a woman in the culinary 

industry.
She is one of the few celebrated 

female chefs, and believes her 
success was partly due to being 
“very lucky to have worked with 
very nurturing chefs who were 
not interested in your sex, but 
interested in what you produce 
in the kitchen”.

Of the UK’s nearly 200,000 
chefs, fewer than a quarter 
-37,000- of those are female, 
According to figures from the 
Office for National Statistics. 
Rebecca Scott, aka Mad Gastron-
omer, is a feminist, ex-chef, and 
runs a blog entitled ‘A Kitchen 
of One’s Own,’ where she posts 
articles about her personal 

views and opinions of women 
in the culinary industry. She 
believes there is a lack of females 
in the kitchen, and it is down 
to sexism in the business that 
won’t end anytime soon. “Not in 
my lifetime, or yours, nor in our 
children’s,” she says.

The apparent lack of female 
chefs was made more obvious 
in November 2013, when TIME 
magazine published their ‘Gods 
of Food’ issue, celebrating the 
big names of the culinary world. 
A list featured 13 so-called 
‘Gods’,  in which were four 
females; none of these were chefs 
but a coffee producer, author, 
Chairman of India’s National

It’s 2014 and sexist jokes are still being made about 
women belonging in the kitchen; but why are they 
being put off from entering the  professional side? 
Bethan Rees explores the divide between the sexes. 

Optam que ius deni 
quiatur alissum quiaer-
natint qui consequia pe 
od quissum quametur? 
Udit volorpor aut alit, 

Anna Hansen 
MBE sits in the 
dining room 
of The Modern 
Pantry. Portrait 
by Bethan Rees



Dairy Development Board and head of the U.N. World 
Food Programme. Lists and awards of top chefs or restau-
rants also scarcely mention women, including the annual 
San Pellegrino ‘World’s 50 Best’ honours. Their 2013 list 
for Best Restaurants included two females; both were 
one half of a male/female partnership. However, they do 
recognise women in their Best Female Chef award but this 
could be seen as patronising and unnecessary to single 
them out purely based on their sex. The highly acclaimed 
Outstanding Chef award from the James Beard Foun-
dation has been given to men seven years running. Are 
female chefs simply not as good as men?

In 2011 a record breaking 11 women won Michelin stars 
in the UK. Michel Roux Jr., owner of two-starred Miche-
lin restaurant Le Gavroche and until recently the face 
of Master Chef, has an all-female team at his Mayfair 
bistro but this is purely coincidence. “My philosophy has 
always been to employ and give equal opportunity to all, 
regardless of gender but sadly this is not the case in every 
kitchen how ironic this all is when you hear great male 

chefs harping on about their grandmother’s cooking,” he 
tells OFM.

Some women in the industry are starting to see a bal-
ance of gender in the kitchen. Emma Adams is a catering 
teacher at Cornwall College, and has previously worked at 
The Café Royal Piccadilly, Bibdenum and Endoc, before 
owning her own restaurant. Adams, who says the major-
ity of her students are female, has seen a lot more women 
chefs than when she started 20 years ago. For the first five 
years of her career, she was the only female in the kitch-
en. She says: “One head chef told me ‘pastry is a woman’s 
game’. Men dominate most industries, however as women 
are starting families later, or not at all, this is reversing.

For those females who are working in a professional 
kitchen, does a divide between genders exist? Hansen 
claims despite being the owner and the face of The 
Modern Pantry, her head chef Rob McLeary gets all the 
attention and questions whenever they go out together. 
“It’s really odd, it’s like ‘I’m standing right here, I wrote 
the book, this is my restaurant’. Rob and I always have a 
laugh about it, but it actually winds him up more than it 
does me. This wouldn’t happen if it was a female chef.”

Despite the rise in numbers and opportunities for wom-

en in the last decade, it appears they are not yet flooding 
into the kitchens. So what is putting them off? Deborah 
Harris and Patti Giuffre are sociology professors at Texas 
State University, and the authors of ‘The Price You Pay’: 
How Female Professional Chefs Negotiate Work and 
Family’ and ‘Not One of the Guys: Women Chefs Redefin-
ing Gender in the Culinary Industry’. They recently con-
ducted a study aiming to find the factors that have led to 
the profession becoming and remaining male dominated.

Harris questions whether historical patterns of exclu-
sion are the cause. In their work they describe how 
early chefs who arose from French military were ex-
clusively male and worked for nobility; Harris argues: 
“From the very origins of the occupation, profession-
al cooking had to be seen as different from the work 
of women in the home in order for chefs to be seen 
as a valuable, credible occupation. Professional cooks 
had to prove their work was both artistically and 
technically superior to what women were cooking at 
home.” This led to women being excluded, and they 
argue this dichotomy carried over to today, as male 
chefs are portrayed as “innovators and rule breakers” 
who create culinary empires, and women as rule fol-
lowers cooking “cuisine as good as someone’s mother 
or grandmother”. Adams adds that most female chefs 
are labelled as ‘cooks’, thanks to Nigella Lawson and 
Delia Smith, because they cook “homely meals”. But 
it’s hard to believe that a portrayal of women being 
traditional, comfort-food cooking chefs is enough to 
put women off entirely.

A professional restaurant chef ’s lifestyle is hardly 
glamorous as Elisa Roche, show business editor at

Females face the heat

“Men look professional, in 
kitchen whites, or nice shirts.
Women show cleavage.”
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the Daily Express, explains. She was part of the Channel 
4 series ‘Jamie’s Kitchen’ and subsequently worked at 
Jamie Oliver’s restaurant Fifteen and others high-end 
establishments. “Not many women fancy standing 
around in a hot kitchen getting burned by steam and 
hot spitting oils for shifts of around 80 hours a week on a 
starting salary of around £16k, but some can hack it,” she 
says. So maybe if women can’t stand the heat, they should 
get out of the kitchen? Roche admits that she couldn’t 
have done it forever, and she quit the kitchen. However as 
the female 20% of the UK culinary workforce shows, this 
doesn’t stop all women.

Screaming babies, dirty nappies and sleepless nights are 
an inevitable life choice for a lot of women. Mix this with 
working in a high-pressured environment, working long 
unsociable hours at a low pay, for many females this can 
be a daunting and difficult dynamic. Mad Gastronomer 
believes that as long as women “continue to bear the 
greater part of the burden of child rearing”, becoming a 
chef will be difficult. She argues that just the mere idea 
that a woman may want to have a child can put employ-
ers off, and says even women who don’t plan on having 
children feel the brunt of this assumption. However, it is 
not impossible to juggle children and a job in a restaurant. 
Hansen is a prime example of this; she has a daughter 
of eight months. She argues that she is in a privileged 
position though because she owns her business and she 
is able to work from home when necessary, or bring her 
daughter in to work with her (if she’s not in the kitchen). 
But what about the male chefs who are fathers, why do 
they appear to be coping?

Hansen believes women are “just not portrayed”. In a 
recent interview with thestaffcanteen.com, she was asked 
why there are fewer females in the industry. She respond-
ed to the journalist: “Actually the reason it is, is because 
of you.” Hansen mentions Saturday Kitchen, a popular 
morning television show hosted by James Martin, as an 
example. “How many women do you see going on that 
programme? Almost none,” she says. Although she has 
appeared on the programme a couple of times, she adds 
maybe women aren’t as interesting to watch, because 
they should apparently know how to cook. Mad Gastron-

omer argues that the female chefs we see on TV are not 
professional chefs, more so home cooks, and the food they 
prepare differs hugely to male chefs. “They give simple 
recipes, which are often focused on how quick they are, or 
how light they are, or how they fit into some fad diet or 
another. Men look professional, in kitchen whites, or nice 
shirts. Women show cleavage.”

For the women who have made it into the professional 
kitchens, some face discrimination purely based on being 
a female, and this judgment comes in different forms. 
Everyone can accept that working in a kitchen is tough, 
gruelling work, physically and emotionally demanding. 
Marlene Dulery works in the kitchen at Peyote in May-

fair and thinks men don’t think women can keep up with 
them. She says: “Especially one who is a size 36 [UK 8] and 
wears make-up.”

Alice Hill is the head of pastry at Rick Stein’s Seafood 
restaurant in Padstow, Cornwall. Despite her being at the 
top of her game, she still encounters discrimination from 
the male chefs in the main kitchen and has been put off 
working there. “When I first entered the kitchen I hated 
it, I felt all the men looked down on me,” she remembers. 
“The boys in the kitchen used to say that girls weren’t 
welcome in the main kitchen.” On her pastry team are 
four members, two females, two males. However, in the 
main kitchen there are no females out of the 24 chefs. But 
she has been told that on her pastry section, regardless of 
skill, there needs to be a balance. “We can’t have four girls 
because we get told we should have an even number of 
males and females, so therefore it should be the same in 
every section. If a really good female comes in there could 
be a chance that we can’t have her.” In Hill’s case, it ap-
pears the discrimination she faces isn’t based on anything 
but purely sexist attitudes from the male sous-chefs.

So if some men act like this when simply having women 
in the kitchen, how would they react if one was in charge? 
Harris claims that some men may be resistant to being 
managed by a female. Through their study with Giuffere, 
they found that the women chefs had to be careful when 
interacting with their male employees. “If women tried 
to replicate the strict, authoritarian leadership style of 
many men chefs, they were labelled as ‘bitches’. Instead 

“If women tried to replicate 
the strict, authoritarian 
leadership style of many men 
chefs, they were labelled as 
‘bitches’.”

Celeriac, leek 
and porcini 
gratin and a 
deep-fried egg 
- The Modern 
Pantry 

Michel Roux Jr. 
has an all female 
kitchen team at 
Le Gavroche 



Case study: Sumayya Jamil
Jamil is a food writer, cookery teacher and creator of 

Masala Monsoon spice blends.

“I believe that there is a silent divide 
between sexes as there is in any profession. 
Not many people are vocal about it, but 
this silent divide is possibly due to women 
still being viewed not as serious as men to 
work commitments due to leaving work 
to pursue parental duties, as unfair as it 
may seem, this divide still seems to be 
underlining most professions and food 
careers are not exempt. It does not seem 
to matter that cooking is historically 
associated to women; food is now a money 
making business and perceived as a profit-
able career.
There is an imbalance in the number of 

female chefs that have really made it in 
the food world, men seem to be projected 
at lot more seriously and some well known 
women chefs are either shown to exude a 
sexy image with cooking talent. I believe 
this is once again because of the lack of 
true acceptance that women can indeed 
make food a real career, somehow looks 
add to the lack of seriousness sometimes.
There’s a huge difference in Pakastani 

kitchens. Women are always known to 
be incredible cooks, we all learnt to cook 
from our grandmothers, aunts and moth-
ers, as I did. Traditionally the women’s 
place has always been in the kitchen and 
home as sexist as it may sound! Things of 
course have change dramatically now, but 
the underlining respect for women’s abili-
ty to cook is still there, over men.”

a lot of times these women would find themselves acting 
more like a mum or big sister because these were author-
ity figures that were both feminine and familiar to the 
male chefs,” Harris says.

The men we see cooking on our TV sets ooze a certain 
manliness, through their mannerisms, environment 
and sometimes the choice of food. Gordon Ramsay’s 
programmes such as Kitchen Nightmares and The F 
Word often depicts the kitchen as a testosterone fuelled 
environment, with excessive shouting and cursing, and 
Jamie Oliver brings a certain masculinity to the kitchen, 
slapping big cuts of meats and chucking it on the barbe-
que. But does this gallant stereotype put women off?

Harris claims that women chefs may be “tested by the 
men to make sure they can handle all the demands of the 
job, as well as to make sure they do not disrupt the all-
male workplace culture.” Giuffre says although she agrees 
that predominantly male workplaces, such as profession-
al kitchens have a macho environment “characterised by 
hyperheterosexual or sexist joking and horseplay”, the 
study suggested the macho nature could be on the decline. 
According to Giuffre this is apparently due to more wom-
en, and other minorities such as “racial-ethnic minorities, 
LGBTQ persons entering kitchens”, especially when the 
minorities ascend to management positions. “This may 
change the tenor of the kitchen. Executive chefs in our 
study believed that their presence and management 
styles often changed the culture of the kitchen by decreas-
ing offensive joking or sexual harassment.” However, she 
also argues that as being a chef has become more respected 
as a profession, the “rowdy behaviour” has started to die 
down.

The gender divide in the kitchen exists, as we can see 
from the statistics. But in order to balance the numbers 
more women need to go into the kitchen. Females fill the 
classrooms of catering colleges all over the UK, so why 
don’t they transition into the professional kitchens? A 
variety of factors are potentially affecting this as heard 
from professional chefs, feminists, and sociology profes-
sors. But having spoken to one aspiring chef, who current-
ly is employed as a waitress, the harsh reality of being a 
woman in the industry really comes to light.

“In once place I was constantly flirted with by a man, 
which I laughed off at first as he was my friend, but then 
I just ignored it. Women should not be subject to sexual 
advances, however casual, at work, because it just makes 
you feel more separate and attention is diverted from the 
work you are actually doing,” Zsofia Cassidy explains. She 

currently works as a waitress at The River Café, a Miche-
lin-Starred restaurant in Fulham, run by American chef 
Ruth Rogers. “Another restaurant I worked in, all the 
chefs were men, and used to respond to my questions with 
lots of joke-y ‘banter’, and were never clear, meaning I had 
to ask lots more questions which they would then dismiss 
as obvious. I think these are gendered issues, because they 
carry assumptions that women are ditzy, sexual objects, 
prone to becoming flustered and irritated.”

She describes how the River Cafe attempts to re-
verse assumptions and stereotypes. “People want a 
man to cook their steak, but be served it by a pretty 
girl in a dress. Many of the of best chefs there are 
women,” Cassidy says. However, she adds: “It still 
isn’t perfect though. While gender equality is a very 
good first step, men need to consciously change their 
attitude and respect their female colleagues.”

There is a patriarchal paradox that women belong 
in the kitchen, but arguably this only extends to the 
home kitchen, with the likes of other comfort-food 
cooks such as Nigella Lawson and Lorraine Pascale, 
and the professional restaurant kitchens remain a 
male realm. However, more women are fighting the 
divide and making their way up the culinary hierar-
chy, being recognised for their accomplishments such 
as Anna Hansen. Helen Rizzo has just been awarded 
2014 Veuve Cliquot’s World’s Best Female Chef at 
the World Best 50 awards, but will the 2015 awards 
continue to acknowledge women chefs in a separate 
entity to men, and if so, is this such a bad thing?
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“People want a man to cook 
their steak, but be served it by 
a pretty girl in a dress.”

Sumayya Jamil 
contemplates the 
gender divide in the 
kitchen



1. Florence Knight
Head chef at Polpetto, London
Genre: Venetian
Signature dish: Osso buco (veal 
shank) with saffron risotto 

2. Anna Hansen MBE
Chef Patron at The Modern 
Pantry, London
Genre: Fusion 
Awards: MBE 2012, Harrod’s 
‘Chef of the Season 2013’, UK 
New Zealander of the Year 
2010
Signature dish: Sugar-cured 
prawn omelette with chilli, 
coriander and spring onion.  

3. Clare Smyth MBE
Chef Patron at Restaurant Gordon Ramsay, London 
Genre: French 
Awards: MBE 2013, Three Michelin stars, The Good 
Food Guide ‘2013 Chef of the Year’ award
Signature dish: Ravioli of lobster, langoustine and 
salmon poached in a light bisque with oscietra caviar 
and sorrel velouté 

4. Angel Hartnett MBE
Chef Patron at Murano, London
Genre: Italian
Awards: MBE 2007, a Michelin star, Harden’s ‘Best 
Newcomer’  award 2009, Square Meal Guide ‘Best New 
Restaurant’ award 2004
Signature dish: Cornish sole with cumin ricotta, 
samphire and lemon curd

5. April Bloomfield 
Chef and Co-owner at The Spotted Pig, The Breslin Bar 
and The John Dory Oyster Bar, New York
Genre: The Spotted Pig and The Breslin Bar are 
Modern-European Gastropubs, The John Dory Oyster 
Bar is seafood
Awards: Two Michelin stars, Food and Wine’s ‘Best 
New Chef ’ award 2007
Signature dish: Chargrilled burger with Roquefort 
cheese and shoestring fries

6. Rachel Humphreys
Head chef at Le Gavroche, London
Genre: French
Awards: Two Michelin stars
Signature dish: Soufflé suissesse (cheese soufflé cooked 
on double cream)

7. Gabrielle Hamilton
Chef Patron at Prune, London
Genre: American
Awards: James Beard Foundation ‘Best Chef in New 
York City” award 2011
Signature dish: Roasted bone marrow 
with parsley salad and grey salt

8. Ruth Rogers MBE
Chef Patron at The River Café, 
London
Genre: Italian
Awards: MBE 2010, a Michelin star, 
Glenfiddich ‘Food Book of the Year’ 
award
Signature dish:  Sogliola al forno 
(whole dover sole) wood-roasted 
with lemon, anchovy and rosemary 
branch, with artichoke fritti

9. Alice Waters
Chef Patron at Chez Panisse, California 
Genre: California Cuisine,
Awards: A Michelin star,  Restaurant Magazine’s 
‘Lifetime Achievement’ award 2007, Gourmet 
Magazine’s ‘Best Restaurant in America’ award 2001, 
James Beard Foundation’s ‘Humanitarian of the Year’ 
award 1997, ‘Best Chef in America’ award 1992, ‘Best 
Restaurant in America’ award 1992,  Bon Apetit 
Magazine’s ‘Lifetime Achievement’ award 2000
Signature dish: Baked Andante Dairy goat cheese with 
garden lettuces
 
10. Hélène Darozze
Chef Patron at Hélène Darozze at the Connaught, 
London
Genre: French
Awards: Two Michelin stars, admitted as a    Chevalier 
in the French Legion 2012 
Signature dish: Foie gras 
with cacao, Williams pear, 
ginger and wild sorrel 

 

OFM’S TOP 10 FEMALE CHEFS
Florence 
Knight
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