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LAURA GREENFIELD once thought  
she had a future on the stage. When 
she discovered cooking allowed nearly 
as much opportunity to perform, 
plus instant feedback and a regular 
income, she swapped greasepaint 
for grease traps and embarked on a 
culinary career that’s taken her across 
the world. Now she’s the star turn 
on a regular basis at her Wellington 
restaurant, Field & Green. The open-
plan layout and chef’s bar in the kitchen 
means diners can see her at work.

Strangely though, Laura seems to be a 
rarity. They used to say a woman’s place 
was in the kitchen, but high-performing 
female chefs are somewhat invisible 
in New Zealand. Male chefs get the 
column inches and dominate top-level 
competitions; women are more likely 
to be sidelined in the pastry section, 
or working in cafes or catering. The 
blokes appear on TV and in magazine 
spreads; they win high-profile awards 
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May 2015, bringing “European soul  
food” to the capital. They’ve built up  
a devoted following since then, but it 
hasn’t been easy. 

“I probably work between 60 and 70 
hours a week,” Greenfield says. “The 
adrenalin and love of it keeps me going.”

She says some diners who park 
up at the kitchen bar tell her they’re 
surprised by the lack of histrionics.

“They do expect drama. People say, 
‘oh, you’re all so calm’. One man said 
to me once, ‘I was expecting Gordon 
Ramsay; now I’m not sure whether 
to be impressed or disappointed’.

“In big kitchens, women are in the 
minority usually, and things can get very 
macho. There’s a lot of pressure during 
service and you have to be able to stand 
up for yourself. People can smell fear.”

Greenfield says she understands  
why the physicality of the job and the 
long hours might deter some people. 
She reaches over to touch a wooden 

and lucrative advertising deals. Have 
women cut the apron strings, or are we 
just not looking hard enough for them?

Greenfield, who grew up in Surrey, 
England, initially went off to train at  
Le Cordon Bleu to appease her parents’ 
concerns about her incipient acting career.

“I loved cooking, and I’d always 
helped my mother, so realising that I 
could do this and get paid for it was a bit 
of a light-bulb moment,” she says, taking 
a break after a busy lunchtime service.

She slogged through two years of 
drama school, got an Equity card 
and an agent, then realised cooking 
might be a better bet. She did a bit 
of agency cheffing, then went to 
help a friend in his restaurant. 

“After that, I never looked back.”
After 12 years in charge of the 

restaurant at famed London auction 
house Sotheby’s, it was time for a 
change. Greenfield and partner Raechal 
Ferguson opened Field & Green in  
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spoon: “touch wood, I haven’t had  
any problems.

“But in this industry, we’re working 
when everyone else isn’t. That can get  
to me. Sometimes I think, ‘what am  
I doing here?!’”

Women currently make up 61 per 
cent of students at AUT’s culinary 
arts programme, with similar figures 
reported by other tertiary institutions.

Programme leader Dale Thompson 
has taught there for 11 years and 
says the gender split hasn’t changed 
significantly. However, he believes the 
public portrayal of cheffing as a “cool” 
job does make it more attractive to men.

“When there’s a lot of media 
attention, men get more interested.”

Thompson has had a long career 
in hospitality and says he has always 
preferred employing women.

“Female chefs are tidier, they’re 
more organised, they’ve got better 
attention to detail and they are better 
at understanding the end result.

 “Females tend to take the decision 
to become a chef more seriously. 
They’re just smarter,” he says. 

“A lot of our female students excel 
academically and practically, they’re 
more studious. I think that means that 
they find better alternatives [to working 
in restaurants] when they leave us.”

He points to women like Alison 
Holst, Nadia Lim and Annabel 
Langbein, all of whom have taken 
different routes to success than 
sweating it out in daily service. 

AUT senior lecturer Suzanne Bliss 
suspects there are other reasons 
behind a lack of high-profile women in 
restaurant kitchens. Bliss says domestic 
pressures often force the hand of 
female chefs, many of whom opt for 
jobs with better work-life balance. 

“That often leads to commercial 
catering, or jobs where you are still 
involved with food and using your  
skills. It’s a shift sideways, but it works 
for a lot of people.

“Being a chef requires a lot of  
physical and mental strength. Women 
are more adaptable and can think 
outside the box. Sometimes they make 
the decision to leave kitchens because 
of the impact on their personal and 
family lives, sometimes they just want 
to do something else.

“After they’ve had a family, not 
many want to come back.”

Kylie Petterson, head chef at Hamilton 
restaurant Gothenburg, reckons there 

are plenty of opportunities for women 
chefs to thrive. Petterson, 30, has been 
a chef for a decade and loves her work, 
despite a shaky start. 

“When I was at tech I was very shy 
and emotional, and I missed out on  
a scholarship because they thought  
I wouldn’t be able to cope. That made 
me really determined.”

A year later Petterson was in London, 
where she worked at The Groucho  
Club and Bibendum.

“That’s where I learned everything,” 
she says. “I did feel like some of the  
chefs thought I was a little girl who 
wouldn’t last a week, but determination 
got me through.”

She worked punishing 80-hour weeks 
for a tiny pay packet, but Petterson 
says her London experience taught her 
more than how to refine her cooking.

“Because of that, the way I run my 
kitchen is a bit different. I’ve been in  
the industry for a while and I don’t see 
the point of getting angry. I don’t yell  
at my chefs or bring them down in  
front of their peers.” 

She enjoys good work-life balance 
at Gothenburg – “I work about 45-50 
hours a week, they’re the best hours  
I’ve ever had” – and is grateful that  
her employers encourage their staff  
to have a life outside work.

Graham Hawkes, president of the 
New Zealand Chefs Association, has no 
doubt that women can stand the heat. 
Women account for just over 40 per 

cent of the association’s 900 members 
and regularly perform well at the 
organisation’s culinary competitions.

“Food’s all about one simple thing,”  
he says. “Show it some respect and  
it will respect you back. Women get  
that, absolutely.

“Women aren’t interested in that 
brand stuff. That’s not about cooking, 
it’s all about marketing and perception.

“There are a lot of chefs out there  
who just want to be chefs, they don’t 
want their name on the back of a plate 
that’s sold at Briscoes.”

He sees no barrier to women mixing 
high-level careers with raising children.

“It’s like any industry – their partners 
need to step up and become the 
provider at home.”

Everyone agrees that ascending to the 
top of the kitchen hierarchy is tough. 
Suzanne Bliss, who tried unsuccessfully 
to persuade her own daughter to 
become an electrician rather than a 
chef, says sexism and unconscious 
bias make it harder for women.

“I could count on one hand the top 
female chefs in New Zealand,” Bliss 
says. “The ones who are at the top 
tend to own their own businesses, 
which may have helped them get 
to where they are. That leaves a 
vacuum in terms of giving our female 
students aspirational role models.”

Greenfield agrees sexist attitudes 
still exist, “but I’ve always been 
in charge”, she says cheerfully. 

“I’ve got three brothers and I always 
felt equal to them. I like being around 
blokes. I guess I’ve been lucky. There 
is a lot of ‘while you’re down there…’ 
kind of banter. I’m not saying that’s 
excusable, but kitchens aren’t offices. 
There are some idiots, but they left  
me alone.”

Unconscious bias – particularly 
the belief that women are better 
suited to pastry than firing up the 
grill – is harder to deal with. Just ask 
Teresa Pert, head chef at Pegasus Bay 
Winery in Waipara, Canterbury.

“I know a lot of people who would say 
women aren’t up to it,” she says. “It’s a 
funny business. If you’re a woman you 
have to work so much harder than the 
guys to be accepted and recognised.

“I’m a tiny, skinny little thing with  
a metabolism like a racehorse, and  
I used to try to prove I could lift  
20-litre stockpots.”

Pert, 38, has done the hard yards, 
starting with working 60-70 hour 

“Female chefs are tidier, 
they’re more organised, 

they’ve got better 
attention to detail and 

they are better at 
understanding the end 

result. Females tend  
to take the decision  

to become a chef more 
seriously. They’re  

just smarter.”
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