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Chefs have a recipe for fame and fortune. 
By LUKE JOHNSON 
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Forget football, forget rock'n'roll: if I were 18 and had no academic qualifications, but wanted to be rich and famous, only one career would beckon: becoming a chef. They are the new class of entertainers. 

For a start, as an experienced chef you are never out of work - unlike musicians. It is one of the top 10 areas of skill shortage in the country. You can train on the job or go to catering college. So even if all your dreams of wealth don't come true, there will always be a demand for your talents in the kitchen. 

Second, there is limited competition: not enough ambitious, articulate individuals choose cooking as a profession. The physical demands of the job put people off, as do the antisocial hours. This leaves the field relatively free for the hungry ones who can see the opportunities and have the drive to seize them. 

And what a range of opportunities there are. To begin with, lots of bright chefs work their way into a partnership in a restaurant. 

The world is full of backers with cash who like the idea of opening their own place - but can't cook. They need someone they can trust to run the back-of-house operations and impress the critics. 

In return for getting involved in such a venture, a chef can ask for a share of the action. I have met plenty of chefs in their 20s who are part-owners in their own restaurant. How many other such jobs offer the chance to become an entrepreneur so young? 

In spite of the issues facing the retail sector, the eating-out market appears resilient, and valuations of restaurant companies are at all-time highs. From Gordon Ramsay to Antonio Carluccio to Rick Stein, there are more successful chefs than ever running their own catering empires. 

Of course, such superstars don't have to cook in their own kitchens every night - but that is part of the joy of the career. The public seem happy to pay a premium to dine out in an establishment belonging to a name chef, even though they must be aware he isn't on site in direct charge of the kitchen. 

But that is just the start of the possibilities. Celebrity chefs are in constant demand from the publishing world to write their own recipe books. It remains one of the most buoyant segments of the industry. Chefs often get help ghosting these, and I know certain household names that just buy their recipes for perhaps Pounds 500 a time from specialist cooks with no profile. So you don't even have to invent dishes or be able to write. 

Many top chefs also write regular columns for magazines and newspapers, getting rewarded handsomely for the work. This creates a virtuous marketing circle, because they can plug their restaurants in their books and articles - and get paid into the bargain. 

Television too has a voracious appetite for new culinary talent. Again, the fees for such work can be considerable. One chef makes tens of millions a year just from television appearances across the world. This all feeds into the publicity machine - selling books, appearances at food festivals, bums on seats in their restaurants and so forth. 

One of the big new areas for celeb chefs is endorsing food, drink, kitchen utensils and even crockery. I think this trend has much further to go. Personalities help products sell, and a character such as Loyd Grossman generates a fortune with his Premier Foods sauces, even though he only appears on screen occasionally these days. As the British become more sophisticated about their diets, so they want the authenticity of an Antony Worrall Thompson or Raymond Blanc to make them feel better about their groceries and kitchens. 

Of course, slaving over a hot stove at midnight on a Saturday night is tough work. As with any career, the aspiring hotshot chef has to serve an apprenticeship of hard graft before entering the world of big business. But cooking is also a great art that gives huge creative satisfaction to millions of practitioners, so as a way to earn a living, I can think of far worse bets. 
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