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For Mum, you made me believe anything was possible.

For every woman in hospitality, everything is possible.

For every little girl, anything is possible.




Prologue

Who did the cooking in your house when you were growing up? If you lived in a traditional two-parent household, I’d hazard a guess that it was your mum. Even today, in the modern world that most would consider ‘progressive’ – a far cry from the 1950s or before, when women were expected to stay at home to raise the children – mums are mostly, not always but mostly, the ones who send the kids off to school with packed lunches and make sure the Turkey Twizzlers are on the table at tea time. With mothers taking on the burden in the domestic kitchen, how is it that in the echelons of fine-dining kitchens only 17 per cent of professional chefs in the UK are women?

This fact astonishes people – and we’re right to be astonished. We should be asking ourselves why the balance of labour doesn’t translate to the professional world. What is it that stops this equation being 50/50 in both arenas?

Being a chef has had a bad rap over the years, befittingly so, dominated as it is by shouty men on TV and headlines decrying toxic working environments. No wonder young girls don’t grow up dreaming of becoming a chef, of making a career out of a love of cooking. The hospitality industry is at a crossroads: staffing shortages are at an all-time high, the cost-of-living crisis is deterring diners, and inflation is increasing rents and squeezing out businesses at all levels. Without expanding our horizons and finding ways to encourage people to choose a career in cooking, we could soon be witnessing the mass closure of restaurants up and down the country. So, with women making up almost 50 per cent of the population, it’s high time we address the lack of female representation in professional kitchens. I vividly recall the moment I made the decision to confront the issue of a toxic working environment head on.

TIT RAT.

That’s what they called me. There was no real explanation as to why. I was the only woman working in one of the best restaurants in the whole of the UK and I was surrounded by men; it was hyper-masculine and super-fast-paced and I was holding my own. Standing at five-foot-nothing, with curly blond hair, Vitamin D-deprived skin and a thirst for knowledge, they could have gone with Wonder Woman, Her Majesty, Velma, even Betty Boop for all I cared, but instead they christened me Tit Rat.

I brushed it off because, quite frankly, I didn’t think I had a choice. That’s just how things were in the kitchen. Let it go. It’s just banter. That was what I had been taught to think. So I did. I let it go and never really thought more of it until years later. It was a different kitchen, one where I was in charge, and a young chef, Kylie, came to me one day and asked to have a chat on the roof. Let me lay this out plainly: if anyone in a kitchen ever asks to ‘have a chat’, whether on the roof, in the back fridge, outside, or anywhere in semi-private, it’s a sure-fire indicator that they want to leave their job. Kylie and I went to the roof to have what I expected would be ‘the talk’. I braced myself.

‘My name isn’t Kylie, it’s Kyle. I don’t want to be called that,’ he said.

Hearing Kyle say that, my heart broke into pieces. It instantly brought back the feeling of being an outsider, someone there purely for the others’ amusement, to make them feel big and me feel small. Tit Rat.

Even with all the changes I’d wanted to, tried to, make in the culture of my team, the chefs in the kitchen were still vultures, preying on the weak, picking the meat from their bones bit by bit. Kyle was an exceptional chef. He could take instruction and learn quickly, but he was meek and quiet, and didn’t stand up for himself, so he became easy prey. As a result of this, the kitchen predators gave him a ‘girl’s name’, Kylie, or Kylie Minogue to be more precise.

I looked at this kid, a young chef I had been expected to protect, nurture and mentor, and thought, What have I done, how have I allowed this to happen? No one deserved this.

I decided then and there: No more, this changes now. I would not stand by and let a single person on my watch be treated in this way, I would not perpetuate the toxic narrative that has plagued the fine-dining industry for decades. No more Tit Rat. No more using women’s names to mark people out as weak. No more shouting, screaming, belittling or bullying. It was time to show everyone that a woman’s place is in the kitchen – a fine dining, Michelin-starred kitchen.

But I’m getting ahead of myself. I had to go down before I came back up.
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You might expect to hear some romantic story about how I grew up spending my childhood clinging on to my mum’s hip at the stove, learning how to make loaves of fresh bread, shelling peas for summer salads and braising oxtails for winter soups, but my wonderful mother had a full-time career as a headteacher, so gourmet food wasn’t high up on the agenda in our house. I grew up in Mansfield, a small ex-mining town in the Midlands; high-end restaurants weren’t really a thing around that way in the 90s – it was more Toby Carvery than Michel Roux. All the fancy ‘gourmet cooking’ that I came to know and love was certainly not in my blood. That’s not to say we didn’t eat nutritious meals – we would happily devour a cottage pie or a roast chicken on Sundays – but a Chicago Town microwave pizza or Heinz spaghetti and sausages on toast was often the plat du jour. Mum is going to kill me for opening with this revelation. Sorry, Mum.

My sister, Alice, and I were perfectly content with our diet, especially as chocolate was always a big feature in our household. We ate Fudge bars sitting at the dining table with a knife and fork while pretending to be posh (my mum told us that was how the Queen ate chocolate) and sneaked Wagon Wheels from the treat basket after we’d reached our sugar allowance for the day. A frozen Sara Lee double chocolate gateau was a favourite weekend pudding: Mum would take it out of the freezer in the morning and we would hover around it like moths to a flame, praying for it to defrost faster. We would fight over who got to remove it from the ribbed cardboard ring, because that person got to lick the extra icing from the paper. Alice, who is a chocoholic, would sneak out of bed in the middle of the night to gobble another slice of the deliciously gooey, creamy sponge, and sometimes my parents would even let us have it for breakfast on a Monday morning – a perfect bribe to get us ready and out the door for school. As a result of these sacchariferous formative years, Alice still has to have her daily Dairy Milk fix. All this is to say that, for me, a future in a professional kitchen was not something I, nor anyone in my family, saw coming.

As a child, I wasn’t ever completely sure what I wanted to do, or where life would take me. School was never of much interest. Although I was a bright kid, in all the top classes for English, Maths and Science, I had an issue with authority from a very young age (which I now put down to being a Leo, make of that what you will). When I finished my A-levels I ducked out of the university application process at the last minute, even though I didn’t really have a plan B, much to my parents’ dismay. To further their frustration, that summer, two weeks after I turned eighteen, I duly announced that I was moving to Sheffield with my twenty-one-year-old boyfriend, John, who was just about to start a Fine Arts degree. The look on my dad’s face . . . you’d think I’d just told him I was voluntarily going to a max-security prison. I couldn’t understand this reaction at the time; I thought I was all grown up, but looking back on it now, I’m amazed they let me go at all. Now, when I see an eighteen-year-old working behind the bar of a pub I want to ask them for ID. I was just a baby, albeit a headstrong baby, with no experience of the world and certainly none of how to run a household or hold down a full-time job.

Inclined to ignore the protests from my parents I went ahead and upped sticks regardless – I was the grand old age of EIGHTEEN after all, and an adult in the eyes of the law; facts that I kept reminding my parents of. John and I rented what an estate agent would describe as a ‘compact one-bedroom apartment with a cosy lounge and dining area, modern Swedish furniture throughout’. The doors to the wardrobes were paper thin and I used to worry my hand would go straight through if I closed them too hard. You could just about squeeze two people onto our budget sofa, but only if they were comfortably acquainted with one another prior to sitting down. There was no space for a dining table, so we ate meals balanced on our laps on the settee. At least I got a little exercise going up and down the three flights of stairs as the building was sans lift. John was starting his degree imminently and his parents were bankrolling the rent for the time being, so I set about finding my first ‘proper’ job in order to pay for us to eat. John promised to also find part-time work to supplement us, though this never actually materialised – the first of many broken promises in our relationship.

In the era before online job ads, I put on my most professional outfit and waltzed into a recruitment agency office, bright eyed and bushy tailed, and completely unaware that my utter lack of experience meant it was going to be an uphill struggle to land a job of any description. All they could offer was a temp role in a call centre for PC World, which turned out to be as glamorous as it sounds. After six weeks I was at my wits’ end. Was this what it was like to be an adult? It was even more mundane than school, which I hadn’t thought possible. The work was only made bearable when my colleagues and I would challenge each other to drop random words into conversations with customers and see if they noticed.

‘Good afternoon, you are through to PC World, Sally speaking, potato. How may I help you?’

After an eye-wateringly dull week of 12–8 p.m. shifts I was back at the doors of the recruitment agency, begging for something more stimulating. I was offered a job as an admin assistant at the Royal Hallam Hospital, a role I accepted on the basis that anything must be better than selling people computers I knew nothing about. My new position was based in the Nurse Recruitment Office, working under two managers, Alison and Maud, who made an interesting pair. Alison was a strong, confident woman who was always sharply dressed in hues of brown, beige or mustard, pointy reading glasses hanging on a chain around her neck, with very short, immaculately combed flame-red hair. Alison’s only vice seemed to be chain smoking; she was never far from the hospital staff smoking room. (Yes, that was a thing in 2004.) Her fingers were like translucent tissue paper, wrinkled and yellowed at the tip of her right hand. Alison would reprimand me for coming to the office in crumpled shirts and unpolished shoes, which admittedly would happen on a regular basis. It didn’t seem like a big deal to me; I’d never worked in a professional environment before and didn’t realise how scruffy I must have looked.

Maud was the polar opposite to Alison. Where Alison was neat as a pin and ruthlessly efficient at her job, Maud was not. I couldn’t understand how the two of them had worked together so long, and resented being told to smarten up when Maud wore baggy T-shirts and jeggings every day. It used to drive me mad walking past her office and seeing her playing Solitaire on her computer or leisurely reading a Jilly Cooper novel. Such a waste of NHS money, I would think to myself. Sometimes I would sneak up on her and blurt out a question to watch her startle and squirm as she hurriedly waved her computer mouse or grabbed a biro to at least pretend she was working. My disdain for inefficiency in the workplace probably started with Maud.

Frustrations with Maud aside, the job was more agreeable than the monotony of the call centre. I was responsible for collecting all the relevant paperwork from nurses who wanted to come to the UK from abroad, including qualifications, passport details and English proficiency test results. I came to know some of the applicants closely and was over the moon whenever they passed their competency tests and were allowed to practise in the UK. I still have a little wooden carved elephant that a nurse from Ghana brought me as a thank you for helping her with the process.

Even though the job was bearable, it was very poorly paid. I guess some things never change when it comes to the NHS, do they? It was 2004 and I was making a little over £150 a week, having to stretch that to clothe, feed and pay the utility bills for two adults – especially with one of us developing a worsening drinking problem by the day. For my eighteenth birthday my parents had given me a prized possession – a sea-foam green Vauxhall Corsa – but the problem was finding the money to put petrol in it. I used to wince at the look I received handing over five £1 coins at the petrol station – just enough to get a couple of runs to and from the big Asda, where we would do our weekly shop. Those first couple of months we would go and only get the essentials: cigarettes and cans of Guinness. Food was bottom of the list after those, so I would settle for microwave-ready meals, which at the time were a bargain – five for £5. I was completely unaware of the lack of not only nutrition but flavour in those little one-portion tubs. On the occasions that I would ‘cook’, the meal would consist of Richmond sausages with – and my entire reputation as a professional chef probably hangs in the balance in admitting this – Smash.

After maybe three or four months, John and I were in a mess with money. Even though they didn’t particularly approve of my living situation, my parents didn’t hesitate to zip down the motorway to help us out when I called them in a fluster. We sat down and talked through where the little money we did have was going, and they bailed us out with a few months’ council tax, for which I am eternally grateful – and now, come to think of it, probably still need to pay back.

It was during this visit that my mum loaned me her copy of Delia Smith’s Vegetarian Collection. She had recently turned vegetarian after eating a particularly disgusting sausage sandwich at East Midlands Airport, and our conversation made me consider what I was putting in my body. I had no interest in pursuing a vegetarian diet, but that Delia was the first cookbook I opened in my adult life, and financially it made sense to have meat-free meals at least some of the time. Most of the ingredients in the book were completely alien to me. It makes my toes curl now to think that I didn’t know that asparagus was a vegetable and that hollandaise was a sauce, but everyone has to start somewhere, right?

That was exactly what I did. I stuck to the safer recipes, mostly revolving around potatoes and cheese – two of my favourite ingredients to this day. Anyone who knows me knows that mashed potatoes and gravy would be my death row meal. There is nothing that comes close to the smooth yet fluffy texture and rich buttery taste of hot mashed potatoes – it never fails to bring a smile to my face. I worked my way through jacket potatoes with leeks, Cheddar and Boursin, then took baby steps from potatoes to Italian stuffed aubergines and courgette, feta and mint fritters, and I proudly managed a coffee and walnut cake as a birthday treat for John.

The more I cooked the more I enjoyed it. Cooking was a welcome distraction from my just-about-bearable job, and I loved trying out recipes and discovering new ingredients. When I pulled something off for the first time, I relished the feeling of accomplishment, and in lieu of being able to snap and upload to (the then yet uninvented) Instagram for gratification, I would stand and take a moment to appreciate my achievement, before gobbling it down, then moving on to a more challenging recipe. That said, I was still blissfully unaware of sharpening knives, combi ovens or blenders, and I considered dinner at Pizza Express an upmarket night out, but a spark fired in my mind that maybe I could enjoy working around food. Could I possibly make a career out of doing something I enjoyed? Did people actually get to do that? The more I cooked, the more I was inclined to find out.

Not knowing where to begin with this new-found inspiration, I called a local college to ask about enrolling on a cooking course: the job title ‘chef’ hadn’t even occurred to me. My perception of chefs at that point was that they were all shouty men, at least they had been while I’d waitressed at a golf club as a teenager. The person on the phone was kind, but I was deflated when they told me that the only qualification available was a BTEC, equivalent to the A-levels I’d already spent two years earning. However, there was a glimmer of hope: the college suggested I contact Sheffield Hallam University, which ran a course that seemed to be heading in the right direction, though it was a mouthful: ‘Hospitality Business Management with Culinary Arts BA’.

Sheffield Hallam was more of a vocational university than the neighbouring red-brick University of Sheffield, which meant places were more accessible to students that were not on the A-star spectrum. Given my contempt for the classroom as a teenager, I was not. I had gained (scraped) three A-levels at Grade C the previous year, and so I was automatically granted enrolment in the following September’s intake. With their offer in my pocket, I jacked in the admin job, waved goodbye to Alison and Maud, and found myself back in full-time education, just a year after having sworn off it altogether. My parents breathed a sigh of relief that I’d found some direction.

Remember the bit when I said I didn’t enjoy school or deal well with authority? Well, yes, that hadn’t changed, but I told myself, if this was something I was interested in then, surely, I would be able to buckle down and get it done, right?

Looking back now, I do wonder how many of the students on my course actually pursued a path into hospitality. I think many of them were there as a ‘get a degree’ tick box exercise. My degree has been referred to, on more than one occasion by people who attended red-bricks, as a ‘Mickey Mouse’ course. They consider it a degree that is not worth the paper it’s written on, which is how some view anything other than a degree from a notable institution or any degree that is not guaranteed to make you a tonne of money at the end of it. Make of that what you will, but I owe my trajectory to this course, Disney or no Disney. There is so much emphasis on young people reading degrees in Maths, English, Art, etc, that people tend to look down their noses at vocational qualifications, even though these are the people that will enter the workforce with a tangible skill. I can count on one hand the number of times I’ve needed Pythagoras’ theorem or been required to recite a quote from Othello in my working life.

Being a year older than everyone at the outset was odd for me. As an August baby, I was used to being the youngest in the class, and at the start of the course I struggled to make friends. First, I was in a different living situation to almost everyone else. They were all in halls of residence, away from home for the very first time and eager to experience foam parties and shots of lurid vodka during freshers’ week. I was living with John, which was becoming more and more of a struggle. He didn’t like me going out without him, but didn’t want to leave the house himself, as he was suffering from crippling anxiety and couldn’t bear to be in a crowd for fear of people ‘watching’ him. By this point, even a trip to the supermarket had become a challenge; he was paranoid that someone was out to get him. This put a lot of pressure on me: I felt a responsibility to look after John, which meant having to behave like a real grown-up-cum-carer at home, but when I was surrounded by happy-go-lucky teenagers at university, a huge part of me longed to be out on the sticky dancefloor of the students’ union without a care in the world. Instead I stayed home, cooked, cleaned and tried to convince myself that this was a normal way for a nineteen year old to live. The worse John got the more I pulled away from my family and the few friends I did have around me. I was on autopilot, consumed with caring for John and his ailing mental health.

During the week I pushed all of this down and got on with the course, pretending to be the adult that I wasn’t. Looking back, I am not ashamed to admit I was an arrogant little shit at times. I think this is partly owing to some of the course curriculum being aimed at students who had maybe struggled with Maths and English at school. There were weekly ‘refresher’ classes that bored me to tears and my rebellious streak made a comeback. It didn’t take me long to figure out I could skip these classes altogether and just turn up for the mandatory exams and coursework submissions.

The other modules varied in how much enjoyment I got from them. Introduction to Marketing seemed irrelevant to what I was trying to achieve because, as a smartass teenager, I never for a second imagined myself running a restaurant or owning a business. These weren’t options given to us at school. Equally, Introduction to Psychology was confusing – why would I need to know about Sigmund Freud or the Myers-Briggs test? Having never had to manage anyone before, this all seemed pointless. What did personality type have to do with cooking? I wanted to learn about food! I rolled my eyes at that lot and set my gaze upon the Wine Appreciation class on a Friday afternoon. This was one class I never skipped. Free alcohol – now that’s what I signed up for! The lessons in these modules would certainly have been helpful later in my career but by the time I needed them I had forgotten most of what I had been taught; it was a lot to take in at once.

Until this point, I had never ventured into the world of wine – I was partial to an Archers and lemonade (cringe) or sugary cocktails that masked the taste of the alcohol. My palate was primitive at best and sugar reigned supreme. In the first few wine-tasting sessions I didn’t really understand most of what the tutor was saying. Talk of tannins and legs went completely over my head, but gradually it started to sink in and I began to foster an appreciation for wine, even if my selection process was to pick the cheapest bottle on the supermarket shelf in the beginning – we all have to start somewhere. My real love affair with wine came much later (after a good few pay rises), but I think back fondly on this first class that taught me how to smell and taste wine.

All of these modules were simply a distraction from the reason I signed up to the degree in the first place: the practical element. Three hours every Thursday was spent in the kitchens on the top floor of the university building. The very first thing we learned to make was a cordon bleu. We bashed a pork fillet between two pieces of clingfilm, layered in slices of Gruyère cheese followed by ham, dusted it with flour, dipped it in egg wash, then covered it with breadcrumbs. I learned this technique was called panné, which roughly translates as ‘fur’: referring to the coating of breadcrumbs rather than actual hair. This was the very beginning of my education in French kitchen vocabulary and would soon be followed by a secondary education in French expletives, both of which hold great value in a kitchen. Most of these French terms are used in isolation and often out of context, and it still makes me chuckle to myself to hear young British chefs shouting them without a clue that it’s a French word. They don’t even question why a tea towel is all of a sudden a torchon or why the chef yells Ça marche! before calling on an order. I certainly didn’t ask for a long time for fear of sounding ignorant.

The cooking techniques I learned in those practical lessons were very basic. We dutifully deboned chicken and filleted small flat fish with the standard issue colour-coded chopping boards and dull, chunky knives provided by the university. Imagine my shock to discover that chefs had to buy their own knives in professional kitchens. It was a solid starting point, but I didn’t know how much of a learning curve was ahead of me. After all, it wasn’t some prestigious culinary school such as Leiths or Le Cordon Bleu (same name, but not the schnitzel). There was nothing quite like that in the north of England: my degree was primarily a management course aimed at sending us out into the big wide world with a broad knowledge of hospitality.

During the rest of the week, I daydreamed my way through the other modules. I longed for Thursday afternoons, even more so than the wine-filled Friday ones. Three hours of no computers, no pen and no paper. That said, I still didn’t aspire to become a chef, or make the link between what I was learning and enjoying in those classes and the trajectory of my career. This course wasn’t designed to produce the next Pierre Koffmann; it was designed to give students a broad knowledge of the industry at large, and having never been much of a forward thinker or planner, I simply enjoyed each day as it came and was like a sponge for information, fascinated by the new techniques I was learning. It was better than being in a call centre and that was enough for me.

My tutor for those Thursday afternoons, Mr Brown, had in another life worked at an iconic five-star hotel, which I at the time I had never heard of, the Savoy. He regaled us with tales of a famous chef named Auguste Escoffier who ruled the kitchens there in the late 1800s. This chef, a celebrity of his time, invented now iconic dishes such as the Peach Melba and Omelette Arnold Bennett, and had exacting standards such as making his chefs sieve flour eighteen times to achieve the lightest batters imaginable. These stories made me dream of this magical-sounding place in faraway London. As yet I had never even set foot inside a five-star hotel, though that was all about to change.

Having settled into university life, my attention turned to getting a part-time job. I had my student loan to start me off, but John and I were now both in education. He was going through an even darker depressive episode, so working was out of the question for him; he was rarely making it to lectures. I was too scared and ashamed to tell anyone what was going on at home – I didn’t want anyone to think I couldn’t cope. The only option was to get working.

It of course made sense to pursue a role in hospitality, and, as luck would have it, there was a brand-new five-star hotel just about to open in Sheffield city centre. The Macdonald recruitment team swooped onto the campus dressed up in sharp suits, with crisp white shirts and perfectly polished shoes, like army sergeants looking for their next round of recruits to send into battle. They promised their captive audience a wonderful, exciting place to work, led by a professional team. They were looking for ‘casual’ staff (read zero-hour contract), which meant you could work as many or as few hours as you wished; perfect for me as I was out-and-out skint and needed as many hours as I could fit around my studies. The situation was so bad that, devastatingly, I’d had to give up my little car by this point – she’d needed some pretty serious repairs and, without the cash to fix her, I’d had to say goodbye.

Listening to the recruiters with their silver tongues and promises of bright futures, I remembered how I’d waitressed at the local golf club when I was fourteen, making pots of tea and ladling soup to accompany ham and pickle sandwiches for golfers coming in off the greens. Surely this will be as simple as that, I thought with my presumptuous teenage brain. Surely I know exactly what I’m letting myself in for.

Surely: I was wrong.

And, like so many an innocent, naive young hopeful before me, that is how I got my first job in hospitality.
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Walking into the Sheffield Macdonald Hotel for my first shift I felt like an extra walking onto a movie set. It was September 2005 and the hotel was a brand-new, £150 million development in the heart of Sheffield city centre with high ceilings, bright lights and gleaming floor-to-ceiling glass walls looking over the recently opened Winter Garden, a luscious glasshouse laden with tropical plants. I had never set foot in a fancy hotel before and this was so very posh.

The new cohort stood around the reception area nervously waiting for someone to come over and point us in the right direction while the last few builders, painters and decorators bustled about putting the final touches to the hotel. There were about fifteen of us, including a couple of familiar faces from my university campus, but no one that I had really palled up with; I was still struggling to find much in common with my coursemates. Even aside from what was going on with John and the lack of time it gave me for finding new friends, from what I could see most of these other students had drifted onto the course, figuring some degree was better than no degree. I was so busy that I couldn’t understand how much time they could have on their hands – even the job at the Macdonald would be pushing it, but we needed the money, badly. The week before I’d humiliatingly had to pay for our grocery shop with the money from my copper jar. A wave of shame had washed over me as I tipped the one- and two-pence pieces into the counting machine in the entrance to Asda. As they rattled in, ‘chink, chink, chink, chink’, I looked at the floor, waiting for the little voucher to pop out at the bottom that I could then spend in the supermarket, praying no one had noticed me. It had to get better than this.

All of a sudden the food and beverage manager appeared, sharply dressed, his suit sleek and his silver hair impeccably parted and expertly combed. With a glint of excitement on his face, his eyes darted around the pristine lobby, which was waiting eagerly for its first wave of guests. After a brief introduction, us new intakes were given a tour of the building, which included two restaurants, a swanky cocktail lounge, 169 bedrooms and – the place we would be spending most of our time as casual waiters – a huge conference and events space in the basement. I was overwhelmed by the sheer size, grandeur and beauty of the place. It felt like I’d been transported into a whole other world. Growing up we’d stayed in caravans in Skegness and had trips to Spain booked via Teletext (for anyone born after 1990, Teletext was kind of an analogue version of the internet, found just past the terrestrial channels, back when there were only five TV channels and Netflix hadn’t replaced Blockbuster). As I walked around the spacious, glamorous quarters of the hotel, I saw a whole new layer of society. This must have been how the ‘other half’ lived.

As ‘casual’ labour, my job would be waitressing for the conference and events team. We were issued with fancy black waiter coats with shiny gold buttons, the first time I’d ever had a brand-new uniform. When I’d waitressed at the local golf club I’d worn hand-me-down ‘Coxmoor Golf Club’ T-shirts and my black school skirt to work, but this uniform was box-fresh, just for me. I walked home that night proudly clutching my coat; I was part of this new team and felt like I was moving up in the world.

The Macdonald was an exciting new opening for Sheffield and it was busy from the get-go. Huge events for 200 to 300 people were commonplace, especially as it was in the run-up to Christmas. Being so skint, this was great for me: there were lots of shifts available and I took as many of these as possible, occasionally missing lectures in favour of banking a little more cash. I ate as many meals as I could in the staff canteen – anything I could do to save a little on the weekly shop.

I was desperate to sidle my way into my manager’s good books, realising early on that if I wanted to get further, faster, this was the way to go about it. If I was going to make a career out of hospitality I knew I needed to knuckle down, which surprised everyone, and by everyone I mean myself. I asked lots of questions to show I was eager to learn, volunteered myself for extra duties and always made myself available for more shifts. I wanted to be recognised as doing a good job and was intent on doing more than ferrying hot plates of food to alcohol-fuelled guests.

It soon paid off: in a matter of months I worked my way up to expediting large functions, standing in the kitchen with a flipchart and a thick black marker crossing off each table’s food as it went out. I enjoyed being the conductor in the evening’s orchestra. ‘Table 2, table 2, table 2,’ I’d call, tapping each waiter on the shoulder as they marched past me, making sure they gave me a nod of understanding before they went through the double doors to the sprawling dining room. The bonus of the expediting gig was that I was spending more time in the kitchen than on the floor. I would watch with interest as the chefs diligently finished plates, carefully wiping the edges with their cloths before pushing each one towards me on the front of the pass. They were so precise with their movements, gliding like ballet dancers in Swan Lake, perfectly in tune to the rhythm of the music until the very last scene.

Frank, the executive chef, was a particularly grumpy oaf of a man. Short and with a thick Essex accent, he would answer any question, regardless of how reasonable it was, with a grunt or sarcastic response, ‘Well what do you bloody fink?!?’ He would stomp around the kitchen barking orders at the team, and everyone seemed afraid of him. I just thought he was a massive twat – he couldn’t scare me. It was easy to be this flippant about him when I wasn’t reporting to him; I’d never felt his wrath personally. I just put his temper down to short-man syndrome, which I’m sure played a part in his short fuse, coupled with running a busy, multifaceted hotel operation.

I left Frank well alone but did start to grow friendly with the rest of the kitchen team. It was the first time I embedded myself in a kitchen and I quickly learned that, no matter where you are, a kitchen team is like a jigsaw puzzle – each piece unique and different but when it’s going well you all fit together to form something beautiful. I found out, too, that everyone in the kitchen has a backstory, and formed bonds quickly through the tales of their respective journeys. At the Macdonald I must have seen fifteen or twenty chefs pass through, chefs who had ended up in the city from London, Devon and even Albania. Sometimes they were there in the aftermath of a marriage breakdown, or they were burnt out from life in bigger cities, or other times simply in pursuit of a better way of life for themselves and their family.

The two people who made the biggest impression on me there were Sarah, the lone woman in the kitchen and a real tomboy, and Seymour, the senior sous chef. Sarah was the rudest and crudest of anyone in that kitchen, especially after a few bevvies. I could never tell if it was this temperament that had brought her to the kitchen in the first place or if it was a result of having worked in the kitchen. Either way, I admired how she dealt with all the boys, effortlessly brushing off their nonsense like water off a duck’s back – she was a force to be reckoned with. I hadn’t paid much, if any, attention to the lack of women in the kitchen at the time but looking back on it now I wonder if Sarah was using this bravado as a coping mechanism to fit in. Something which I myself have done over the years to protect myself from standing out too much for being different.

Seymour had worked under Gary Rhodes in his previous position – Rhodes happened to be one of the few celebrity chefs I was aware of, so this impressed me greatly. Seymour was a tall, well built, handsome and very friendly guy to boot. He always made me feel at ease, and he had an infectious smile I couldn’t take my eyes off. I would often linger in the kitchen longer than absolutely necessary when I knew he was working, hoping to catch a few minutes’ conversation with him.

There was something about the jumble of characters in the kitchen that appealed to me – they were different from the front-of-house staff, who appeared to only be in it for the pay cheque and weren’t invested in the ‘cause’ the same way that I was. I found it so frustrating to watch people who didn’t take pride in what they were doing; the details mattered to me. Every glass should be polished to sparkling perfection, every napkin folded symmetrically and every knife and fork laid with the same precision as the one next to it.

The more I got to know the kitchen team, the more stories the older chefs would tell me of kitchens they had worked in, mostly in London. This only served to make the fire inside me burn brighter. I was desperate to know more. I’d never for a moment considered moving to London before – it was a scary place for someone from a small town – but the way they talked about the city made it sound so exciting and different to anything I had known in my life. I discovered that there were chefs that were actually celebrities in their own right and that they were famous for cooking this fancy food; we weren’t talking Ainsley or Delia here – these chefs had Michelin stars! I started to be drawn to the idea of moving to the big smoke and working, in some capacity, for one of the acclaimed chefs that these guys told tales about on a daily basis.

Still, at this point, I had no desire to pursue an actual career as a chef, even though I was becoming increasingly interested in food and cooking. It hadn’t even crossed my mind that I could be capable of moving into the world of professional cooking. And yet, standing at the pass for all those services expediting tables, I started to get inquisitive about not just the people on the other side but the food too: What’s that vegetable? How do you make that? Why do you put that there? I became fascinated by what looked to me like the most sophisticated food – it was the fanciest I had seen to date.

For these big functions the garnishes for the dishes would be pre-plated many hours before the event. The garnish usually consisted of a piece of fondant potato, an ellipse-shaped piece of courgette, a button mushroom that had been painfully decorated with a little swirl sliced into it, and a slice of carrot, cut on the bias with the sharp edges trimmed off with a deft swipe of a peeler. One of each was placed on each plate in a clockwise position, leaving space for the meat at nine o’clock. The plates were then stored on a ‘jackstack’, a huge trolley with hundreds of prongs that would grab the plates securely. The plates could then be stored in the walk-in fridge until they were needed. When it came to service time, the plates, jackstack and all, were wheeled straight from the fridge and into a giant ‘regen’ oven to be reheated. This meant that all the food could be easily heated and served at the same time, but unfortunately it would come out quite dehydrated and a little shrivelled, ready for the meat and sauce to be added before serving. This is how food is generally served for banquets, and when you’re going to be feeding upwards of 500 people at a time, there isn’t much other option if you want the food to go out hot, and before everyone has fallen asleep into their Merlot.

Looking back on it now makes me smile at my naivety, but how could I have known that there was so much more to fine dining? As someone who had only discovered asparagus a few months before, the leaps I was taking were huge. Still, the artistry of it looked fun and exciting to me, and I decided I wanted in.

Of those in the kitchen I was closest to Seymour and I knew he liked me too, whether he was prepared to admit it or not, so I thought it best to approach him first. ‘Do you reckon I could get some shifts in the kitchen?’ I nervously ventured to ask him one day. ‘You’ll have to ask Chef Frank,’ Seymour smirked, knowing he was throwing me into the lion’s den by sending me there. Full of the blind confidence of a nineteen year old, I bowled up to the exec chef’s office and knocked on the door. Honestly, I wish I still had that self-assurance today, though I could do without the blatant ignorance that came with it.

‘You?!’ Chef Frank could barely contain his amusement when he heard my request. ‘You won’t last a day.’

This, of course, made me dig my heels in even deeper, determined to prove this oaf wrong. Frank eventually agreed to ‘give me a go’ and I was put on the kitchen rota for the following week, just for prep shifts to start. I was too green to be allowed to do service. I dutifully rocked up at 8 a.m., hours earlier than most of my waitressing shifts. Seymour smiled when I arrived and showed me to where they kept the clean uniforms. The scent of the uniform room is the most uplifting smell – there’s something so comforting about the smell of fresh laundry. I felt a small sense of pride buttoning up chef whites for the first time. They were a few sizes too big but it didn’t matter; I was becoming part of something by stepping into this uniform. After getting changed I walked into the kitchen and saw all the other chefs with their eyes down on their chopping boards, busy with their jobs of turning whole seabass, pork loins
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