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In every restaurant kitchen and behind every 
food business counter, more women are standing 
front and center as head cooks, chefs, owners and 
culinary entrepreneurs. In Providence alone, 
some of the biggest names on the culinary scene 
have been women: Johanne Killeen of Al Forno, 

Deborah Norman of Rue de L'Espoir and CAV's late owner Sylvia 
Moubayed, to name a few. Today's women culinarians continue 
to make a name for Rhode Island on a bigger stage, including Gracie's 
and Ellie's proprietor, Ellen Slattery, and executive pastry chef 
Melissa Denmark, Lia Bellini, chef ofEnoteca Umberto, Jennifer 
Backman, executive chef of the Mooring Seafood Kitchen and Bar, 
Lori Kettelle of PVDonuts, Jennifer Luxmoore of Sin, and Gina 
Pezza, executive chef of Vanda - who all happen to be Johnson 
and Wales University graduates. There's also a fleet of women food 
business owners including Kaitlyn Roberts of Easy Entertaining, 
Siobhan Chavarria of Berri, Tiffany Ting and Rebecca Brady of 
Hometown Poke, Milena Pagan ofRebelle Artisan Bagels, Minnie 
Luong of Chi Kitchen and the list goes on. 

Nationally, however, women only make up about 23 percent of all 
chefs and head cooks in the culinary industry, according to Data 
USA, a platform that allows users to collect, analyze and visualize 
shared U.S. government data. The Bureau of Labor Statistics predicts 
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9.62 percent estimated job growth for chefs and 
head cooks by 2026; the industry is booming and 
there will be a lot more jobs to fill in the future. 

Careers in the culinary industry are on the 
rise, according to Johnson and Wales University's 
interim dean, Susan Marshall, who sees women 
pursuing career paths in food, not just in restaurants, but also 
in nutrition, food product research and development, food and 
beverage management, entrepreneurship and more. 

"The food industry is really blossoming," says Marshall. "Tra
ditionally we used to think of culinary education as just working 
behind a hot line. That's not true anymore. For some it is, because 
that's where they want their career path to take them, but we also 
educate or prepare students for other fields ." 

The data for the most recent 2019 graduating class in Johnson 
and Wales University's School of Culinary Arts shows 54.1 percent 
men and 45.9 percent women, and that breakdown in majors 
includes an associate's degree in culinary arts, and bachelor's 
degrees in culinary arts; culinary arts and food service management; 
culinary nutrition; and restaurant, food and beverage manage
ment. However, figures for the baking and pastry arts program, 
which are separate from culinary arts, show a 89.5 percent female 
and 10.5 percent male breakdown. 

"Tl1e'food industry is reallyolossoming," 

says lkarshall. "Traditionally we used to thi111\, 

o'f culinary education as just workingoel1ind, 
a lt,ot line. Tlt,at's not true anymore." 

Marshall says she sees just as many women as men in the class
rooms and labs at JWU, and she says men and women are treated 
equally and learn how to work together in a culinary environment. 
"There are not male teams and women teams, there are teams," 
she says. "They are working side by side, and regardless of the career 
path that these students are working towards, and regardless of 
gender, we are educating them simply as food professionals." 

We talked to several women restaurant and food business owners 
in Providence, including Ellen Slattery of Gracie's and Ellie's, 
Kaitlyn Roberts of Easy Entertaining and Milena Pagan of Re belle 
Artisan Bagels and Little Sister, to learn how they got their start 
and how they're paving the way for others who want to pursue 
the culinary industry as a career path. 

ELLEN SLATTERY, PROPRIETOR 
OF GRACIE'S AND ELLIE'S 
As the lunch rush starts to stream into Ellie's in downtown Provi
dence just before noon on a late-August Friday, a hive of activity is 
buzzing below their feet . Coincidentally, in walks a female farmer 
with fresh-picked flowers and a jar of sweet honey harvested from 
her own beehives at Moonrose Farm as a gift for the restaurant's 
owner, Ellen Slattery, who is selling the honey at retail. 

The upstairs restaurant floor at Ellie's covers 1,500 square feet, 
and another 1,500-square-foot footprint exists underneath it. It 
is the beating heart and soul of Ellie's: the kitchen. It is the whole 
reason that Slattery moved on from the tiny space that was Ellie's 
Bakery by the Biltmore garage. She wanted her bakers to be able 
to thrive and have the resources they required to do so, which 
included kitchen space. Previously, they commuted to food incubator 
Hope and Main in Warren - another woman-led food business 
- to bake the entire production and had to both assemble and pack 
up all their equipment during each scheduled middle-of-the-night 
kitchen visit, which proved inconvenient. 

Down in the brick-walled basement, transformed into a sparkling 
state-of-the art kitchen, three women complete the baking projects 
for which Ellie's has become known. Cake designer and Johnson 
and Wales graduate, Afton Garrett, is frosting a four-layer, tiramisu
flavored sheet cake to supplement a tiered wedding cake while 
pastry chef Caitlyn McGuire, also a JWU grad, adds fresh whipped 
cream to a key lime tart. Trays of just-baked breads and croissants 
rest on cookie sheets on racks awaiting the trip upstairs to the pastry 
case. On the wall is a chart where bakers let their creativity flourish, 
a page shouting all the colors of a crayon box that serves as stimu
lation for a collection of Crayola-inspired French macarons. 

"Every month, we do a different theme for flavors," says 
McGuire. 

"How would do you do the flavors?" says Slattery. 
"I like weird ones, like Timberwolf, because then we'd have to 

really think about it and come up with a flavor," says Garrett. 
"Everyone is feeling Razzle Dazzle Rose." 

In another part of the kitchen, two male prep cooks slice Blackbird 
Farm ham for sandwiches while another arranges green, leafy lavage 
for salads. A tray of fresh-picked tomatoes in vibrant red, orange 
and yellow are laid out on a cookie sheet to preserve flavors. 

There are many women and men who work at Slattery's two 
restaurants; in fact, Slattery says the staff is divided equally, but 
the baking crew is majority women. Slattery says in quarterly 
reviews, she likes to know up front what her team needs in order 
to be successful. In what can be considered a transient industry, 
some of her staff members have stayed with her for more than a 
decade, including JWU grads executive chef Matthew Varga, who's 
been with her for eleven years, and executive pastry chef Melissa 
Denmark has been working with her for nine-and-a-half years. 

"Melissa is a powerhouse, and her work ethic is unbelievable. 
She and I grew together because it was teaching her, and teaching 
myself, how to set boundaries," says Slattery. "You work so hard 
that you get to a point where you burn out or you have to change 
your ways of operating, so for her, establishing strict boundaries 
of when she's not in the building, then it's her own time." 

Slattery knows that the staff have their own lives, and Denmark 
is focusing more time on cultivating Moonrose Farm with her wife, 
Jordan Goldsmith. She took October off, is returning for the holi
days, then will work for Slattery on a consulting basis. Varga on the 
other hand, is a new father, and he's been able to go back to cooking 
nights at Ellie's. Slattery has also provided opportunities for Varga 
to fulfill his passion for travel through leading culinary cruises to 
Europe with guests as part of a travel series they started. 

"I want to know what's going to make them happy and successful, 
and what's going to give them clarity and feel healthy," Slattery 
says. It's a far cry from the "Hell's Kitchen" approach to leading 
in restaurant kitchens, which was pervasive several years ago. 

When Slattery started out in the industry working for a male chef 
in a North End restaurant in Boston, she remembers long nights 
that were physically and mentally grueling. "It was a lot, working 
till two or three in the morning, and even though the chef took time 
to teach me things, he was also extremely demanding," Slattery says. 
"I had never worked in that environment before, so I would leave 
at the end of the night and be utterly exhausted, and just cry." » 
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Slattery initially went to college for child psy
chology, and later realized that cooking was her 
real passion. A friend suggested she try working 
in a restaurant, and arranged for her to meet with 
the North End chef. "I had zero experience. I 
wasn't even holding a knife properly," she says. 

There, she learned about caring for products and handling food, 
and she decided that the restaurant industry was the right path 
for her future. She pursued culinary school at Johnson and Wales 
University and worked brunch at Deb Norman's Rue de L'Espoir 
as an undergrad . 

A few years after graduation, Slattery - then Ellen Gracyalny 
- and her family bought the original Gracie's building on Federal 
Hill. Her parents helped her renovate the space while renting out 
an upstairs apartment to tenants for additional income, and she 
opened the restaurant two years later at age twenty-six as a hom
age to her maiden name. She later moved Gracie's to its current 
location on Washington Street, and opened Ellie's Bakery, named 
after her mother, on the same street six years ago. It evolved into 
the present-day Ellie's on Weybosset Street. Gracie's has now been 
open for twenty-one years. 
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Slattery, who is petite and polished with a 
stylish blond bob and impeccable manicure, has 
helped women succeed in a tough business. She 
was surprised to hear the national statistics on 
women working in restaurant kitchens, and 
ponders why fewer women pursue the career 
path. "It could be the physical demand, the hours, 
it's working at night," she says. "It's not really the best for raising 
a family." 

Slattery knows this firsthand. She's been through it all raising 
her own three children, Makayla, eighteen, and Aidan, fifteen, from 
her first marriage, and Molly, age four, from her second marriage. 
Just a year-and-a-half into opening Gracie's, she became pregnant 
with Makayla, and soon was balancing new motherhood with 
running a restaurant. "That was super challenging. It's just trying 
to make time, and at that location, we were so small that I had to 
be there every day from open till close, operating all facets of what 
we were doing," she says. "The hardest parts were the long nights. 
Working a Saturday night and feeling like you have enough energy 
the next day to devote to your family." 

Adding a second full restaurant has been another big adjustment, 

but it's one that's made the most sense for growth. Originally, 
Slattery was thinking about keeping Ellie's Bakery open in addi
tion to running both Gracie's and Ellie's, but she's adjusted her 
plans. "The team kept telling me along the way, 'I feel like we're 
going to be over saturating Ellie's,' and it didn't hit me until Ellie's 
opened," she says. "The reason we were doing it is because so 
many regulars said they wouldn't go to the new location because 
it was too far away, but when we opened, we saw them coming in." 

Slattery says that sometimes the best decisions come from listen
ing to your staff. 

KAITLYN ROBERTS, ASHLEY VANASSE AND 
DANIELLE VARGA OF EASY ENTERTAINING 
There's been a baby boom at Easy Entertaining. The catering com
pany and cafe run by women on Valley Street in Providence didn't 
expect all the babies to arrive at once but that's what happened. 

Like most things in life, you can't 
plan perfect timing. Executive 
pastry chef and Johnson and 
Wales graduate Danielle Varga 
(wife of executive chef Matthew 
Varga of Gracie's) had a baby boy, 
Owen, in February and owner 
Kaitlyn Roberts welcomed twins that same month. 

"Danielle and I had our babies five days apart," 
says Roberts with a laugh. Her twins, Myles and 
Madelyn are now eight months old. 

"You guys played tag," says Easy Entertaining's 
executive chef Ashley Vanasse with a smile. Vanasse 
is also a JWU grad, who went to culinary school 
after earning a degree in political science from 
another school, and realizing what she really wanted 
to do was cook. 

The three women are sitting at a table inside the 
Cafe at Easy Entertaining after normal business hours. 
The mothers are talking about feeding their babies 
solids and how making dinner at home is now like 
"renegade cooking" with a screaming infant provid
ing a different sort of pressure to get food on the 
table. Vanasse also has a one-year-old son, Domenic, 
and a three-and-a-half-year-old girl, Sophia, so she 
plays the "been-there-done-that" counterpart. 

"I am like a goalie," says Vanasse. "I have to deflect 
them off the oven at this point. 'Don't touch the oven. 
It's hot! Get away.' " 

Roberts's Easy Entertaining has thirty employees 
with 80 percent female senior leadership, though 
the staff is equally divided. On this day, three men 
circulate the room chipping in wherever help is 
needed, taking guest orders and sweeping floors. 

Roberts is changing the social norms of the culi
nary industry, which is known for long hours and 
stressful working conditions. "We wanted to be our 
own community," Roberts says. "When you start 

doing that and making the environment more comfortable for 
women, then you start getting more women." 

Despite the hectic balance of family and career, the women are 
providing each other with the support that's necessary to continue 
thriving as mothers in a profession they love. The women got 
maternity leave benefits through Temporary Disability Insurance 
(TDI), which paid 60 percent of their pay, then Roberts made up 
the 40 percent difference in their paycheck, and they were eligible 
for leave for up to twelve weeks. "Which, if I do say so myself, is 
extremely generous for a company of this size," says Roberts, as 
companies with fifty or fewer employees are not required to hold 
jobs for new mothers after maternity leave. 

Before Roberts founded Easy Entertaining, she was enrolled in 
law school and realized she didn't want to be a lawyer. She decided 
to go to culinary school in Italy instead, and started out as a personal 
chef in Barrington in 2006. A life on the line 11 CONTINUED ON PAGE 113 
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then Courageous comes in with Ted 
Turner. And this place just lit up. Exploded. 
And I thought to myself: "This is what I've 
been working for. This is what Newport is 
all about." 
JAMIE: WHAT'S THE CRAZIEST THING 

YOU'VE SEEN HERE? 

EDDIE: I've seen crazy things at the Boom 
Boom Room. We have that camera down 
there. The dance floor is on a TV screen. 
I will never forget these two couples came 
in. It just so happened one husband loved 
to dance, and his wife didn't, and the other 
wife loved to dance and the other husband 
didn't. So they go out there dancing. They 
are new here, they didn't know there's a 
TV screen. They started kissing on the 
dance floor, and the other husband ran 
out there and there was a fight and I had 
to break it up. The TV screen just shows 
in the bar; we don't broadcast it anywhere. 
But I keep the tapes in case I ever need 
extra money. 
JAMIE: HAVE YOU HAD A LOT OF CELEBS 

IN HERE? 

KEN: We've had tons of actors and actresses 
come in here. Arnold Schwarzenegger. 
Maria Shriver. Jack Lemmon. Jay Leno. 
Bill Murray. Lauren Bacall. Johnny Depp. 
The king and queen of Sweden. Tommy 
Hilfiger. Rob Gronkowski. Sebastian 
Vollmer. 
RIC: Prince Albert of Monaco was another 
one. He introduced himself to me as "AL" 
And I said, "I'm Ric;' and we shook hands. 
My boss came upstairs and said, "Do you 
know who you were waiting on? That was 
Prince Albert of Monaco!' I said, "Oh, Al?" 
JAMIE: WHAT'S THE BEST TIP YOU'VE 

GOTTEN? 

KEN: I've gotten sports tickets to the Bruins 
or Patriots. A free trip to the Caribbean 
from a favorite customer. I traveled from 
Antigua to St. Bart's to Saint Martin and 
Saint Thomas. 
EDDIE: Some people are more generous. 
You get regular customers who come in, 
they get a Heineken and leave you $100 
just because they love you, and then you'll 
have someone who has a hundred Heinek
ens and leaves you $1. We had five guys 
in last week for a bachelor party. They 
ordered five bottles ofVeuve. I was like, 
"How many glasses?" They were like 
nope. If a girl wanted Champagne, she 
had to drink out of the bottle. It was 
unbelievable. They had girls putting their 
heads back, pouring Champagne on them. 
That's the Boom Boom Room .... - J.C. Cl} 
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in a restaurant wasn't the life for her. "I 
definitely knew I didn't want to work 
in a restaurant - as we sit in a restaurant," 
says Roberts with a hint of irony, "though 
we are catering-focused." While serving 
dinner parties and events, she took on more 
and more clients from Barrington to 
Jamestown, and the events got bigger and 
bigger, which demanded a full-scale cater
ing company that could handle everything 
from baby showers to weddings. 

Once she had the commercial kitchen 
in place at the Rising Sun Mills on Valley 
Street, she decided to offer breakfast and 
lunch options at the company's on-site 
cafe, which was recently renovated last 
December. They source the majority of 
products locally, pulling from a 250-mile 
radius for the majority of ingredients. 

Roberts nurtures women leadership 
because she says women are natural multi
taskers who can handle multiple projects 
at one time. "There's no one better than a 
woman," she says. "To be able to hear, 
remember and categorize all the stuff that 
they have in their heads on a daily basis, 
it just comes natural to women, whether 
they have kids or not. It's just how our 
brains work." 

The team has longevity with Vanasse 
on staff for eight years, and Varga for 
five. Vanasse was the first of the trio to 
have children, and Roberts wanted to 
make sure it was a comfortable environ
ment for her to return to work. Origi
nally, Roberts had talked about putting 
in a daycare at the cafe for staff, but 
licensing proved to be too challenging. 
Instead, Vanasse brought her son to work 
one day a week and staff pitched in to 
help take care of him while she worked. 
"Everyone helped raise Domenic for a 
few months," Vanasse says. 

Roberts also grants her employees a 
flexible work week. "If you need to do 
things for your kids, you are never going 
to get in trouble for picking up your kid 
for having an ear infection or going to 
physical therapy," says Roberts. The same 
goes for all employees, including men and 
people who don't have kids, who may 
have to take care of another family mem
ber or a sick dog. 

"We work well with each other," says 
Vanasse. "We talk about who is going to 
come in in the morning, and who is going 
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to stay later." 
"We're always here, and if someone is in 

the weeds, we'll help you," says Varga. 
"I'll get the lawnmower," says Vanasse 

with a laugh. 
All three women work different sched

ules. Some staff members work best with 
a set routine, like Varga, who is in the build
ing from nine to five to accommodate day
care hours, and Vanasse does mornings and 
some weekends and prefers to do organi
zational work from home after her children 
are in bed. Roberts spends mornings with 
her children and comes in weekdays by 
nine and tries to leave in time for dinner. 
Being able to function in this way is all 
about delegating. 

"Being a business owner is very isolating 
and it's kind oflike being a mom with a new 
baby," she says. "You have to do everything 
for it all the time, and it's all your respon
sibility. So I try to put the ownership on 
other people so they feel like real decision 
makers. If you have senior leadership who 
can make big decisions, then the business 
is going to be able to grow, we're going to 
be able to bring on more employees and 
do more." 

She treats her staff as equals, not em
ployees. "I hire people I trust to make 
good decisions with expertise. They take 
it seriously, and everyone here treats it 
like their own." 

MILENA PAG.AN, OWNER OF 
REBELLE ARTISAN BAGELS 
AND LITTLE SISTER 

Rebelle is French for "rebel woman," 
and if you get to know baker and entre-

preneur Milena Pagan, then you realize 
it's the perfect definition to describe her 
spirited, no-nonsense personality. 

The twenty-nine-year-old Puerto Rico 
native graduated with a degree in chemi
cal engineering from Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and was working 
in merchandising strategy for CVS when 
she decided to change careers and pursue 
baking. She had never even worked in a 
restaurant, but coached herself on the 
science of mixing, hand rolling and proof
ing dough for twenty-four hours, then 
boiling and baking bagels through experi
mentation and obsessive trial and error. 
She started out seeing if she could make 
it in the bagel business by doing popups 
at farmers markets and sales at storefronts 
like Stock Culinary Goods, PVDonuts and 
Laughing Gorilla Catering. 

"I wanted to do the popups as a way to 
test the market and build the confidence 
I needed to make the investment," she says 
inside her storefront, Rebelle Artisan 
Bagels on the East Side of Providence. She 
wears quirky transparent-rimmed glasses 
and her thick curly brown hair with vibrant 
purple streaks is tied up in a ponytail. She 
periodically interrupts the interview to 
adjust the cafe's music, clean up a table or 
point a customer in the right direction near 
the coffee station. "So when I quit my job 
and said I was going to do this, I gave myself 
six months to decide, go or no go. We came 
up with a metric or criteria that we had to 
hit, and if we hit that, then we would feel 
confident going into a storefront." 

And Pagan knocked it out of the park. 
"I remember when I did my first popup at 

PVDonuts, 1 thou1·:l11 ii wns i;oi ng to be the 
closest we wcrL' 1(oi " I'. lo r or11 e to testing 
this out, bec::i usL· it 'N 011 t It ,· l1c1~t Side, and 
we made sandw iclt ,·s," s lw sAys. "I can't 
remember how 111\l(' lt 1111Hwy we made, but 
Iremember w11 lki11 1'.' 11wuy r,·orn it, and we 
hit our customers 1wr l11 >11 r, 11nd we hit our 
average ticket. A fl v1· t '1 11 1, we were like, 
for sure, we need to slnrl n hricks and mor
tar storefront." 

Pagan is a numlw rs pvrson, stemming 
from her MIT cdurn l i1111 , so she's able to 
analyze sales prcd icl io11s Io c·~ timate what 
her next log icul 111 ov (· s houl d be . She 
launched aKickst: 11 rl vr lo ltd p raise funds 
for the initial sto n: fro11I , 11 nd quickly got 
the shop up and ru1111in p; n few months 
later, promptly poy iu g· h1H.: k rewards to 
contributors. Once in husi11 css, she found 
ways to increase her tivern g-e t icket per 
guest by adding Nit ro brew, soups, bagel 
sandwiches stacked w i t i 1 how,e-cured lox 
and pastrami as well as veg-n n opt ions for 
lunch, and additional past ri es li ke babka, 
pop tarts and cookies. 

She was able to start turnin i:; profits and 
reinvest in the business by upl,\'rad i ng glass 
cases, installing bright new awnings and 
purchasing better equipment. 1,: vent ually, 
her husband was able t o leave hi s job at 
Wayfair to help with the business. "Being 
profitable is so exciting in so many ways. 
It means that we get to sit dow n and be 
like, 'What are things we should b uy? 
What are things that would help us?' If 
something breaks, we fix it," she says. "We 
bought new ovens, because the old ones 
were about to die out." 

Then she decided to go back to school to 
get her MBA in business administra tion 
from MIT, which is helping her understand 
the legalities that come with owning a busi
ness. Although she's put the degree on hold 
to open a second business - an all-day cafe 
and bakery called Little Sister on the East 
Side between Hope and Rochambeau - she 
plans to return. "I want to learn from world 
class experts: How can I make my opera
tion more efficient? How can I make my 
brand really tight?" she says. "How ca n I 
think about legal implications of running 
a business?" 

And she doesn't keep all of that know
how to herself. Pagan's passed on some of 
that business sense as a friend and mentor 
to Victoria Young of Vic's Craft Ice Cream, 
who is a graduate of Johnson and Wales 
University's baking and pastry ar ts pro
gram. They share fin ancial and business 

contacts, one of whom is a woman who 
bought the building where Vic's opened 
in Barrington and the building where 
Little Sister is located and purposely rents 
to women-owned businesses to help sup
port their endeavors. 

Young and Pagan teamed up to rebrand 
Vic's Craft Ice Cream products and market 
them in new ways like doughnut-inspired 
flavors in partnership with Knead Dough
nuts, and strawberry pop tart and junk 
cookie ice cream in partnership with 
Pagan's own Rebelle. They installed freezers 
selling cups of Vic 's Craft Ice Cream at 
storefronts around town including Knead, 
Re belle and Stock Culinary Goods. 

Pagan says her goal is not to own mul
tiple Rebelles, but she would like to expand 
her brand into other businesses. She'll get 
the chance this winter when she opens 
Little Sister, which will offer breakfast 
sandwiches, lunch and dinner options and 
morning pastries inspired by her upbring
ing in Puerto Rico. But she knows she 
won't be in the kitchen for long. 

"Being a business owner, you spend 
most of your time not cooking," she says. 
"You have to decide, do I want to be run
ning the business, or do I just want to be 
working in the business? There are people 
who don't have that conversation with 
themselves when they are starting out, 
and then as soon as they start dipping their 
toes into what it means to be a business 
owner, they realize they have to deal with 
hiring and firing, and understanding 
financials and talking to accountants, and 
doing real estate research." 

She's currently wrapping her brain 
around constructing and designing the 
new restaurant herself, licensing regula
tions and permits, accounting details, 
paying fees and understanding confusing 
tangible taxes to be paid to the city of 
Providence for items like tables and chairs, 
which she says makes no sense. 

It's a good thing Pagan didn't set out to 
be just a baker. "Say you are ten years into 
the future and your business is really suc
cessful, what do you want to be famous for? 
Some people want to be Christina Tosi. 
She's famous for being a pastry chef. Cus
tomers want to see her in the kitchen, and 
enjoy her recipes;' Pagan says. "I didn't want 
to be that. I want to be like Ken Oringer. I 
want to be a restaurateur." 

As Little Sister opens its doors in the 
near future, Pagan is confident there will 
be more siblings to come. Cl} 
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