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Pearton’s
ascent to
the top of
food chain
Leading chef talks to John Harvey
about passion for culinary career

T FIRST you can
be forgiven for
not taking a
shining to
Jodi-Ann

Pearton, South Africa’s
leading chef and all-round
food authority. The reason
is simple: no one at the age
of 27 should have achieved
so much and still have
room for more. Her entire
being simply goes against
what we 30-plus blue-collar
mortals hold to be true.

Furthermore, and
perhaps even more
gratingly, she is really
nice. Not at all like
television’s foul-mouthed
cads in aprons who lure
and disgust while still
managing to goad the
masses into investing
heavily in their cookbooks
over Christmas time.

Hard-working and
genial to boot. A killer
combination that brings
out the green-eyed
monster in all of us.

But then Pearton begins
to talk about passion. Not
the type of passion to
which Springbok coach
Peter de Villiers alludes to
so frequently amidst a sea
of malapropisms, but the
real thing; the sleep-when-I
-die level of ardency that
makes one stand head and

shoulders above the rest.
Within seconds, you are

hers.
My meeting with Pearton

last weekend coincided
with a visit to The Fernery
Lodge & Chalets at Forest
Ferns Estate in the
Tsitsikamma, which earlier
this year was named Best
Boutique Hotel in the
Eastern Cape at the
prestigious Adventure
Tourism Awards.

From the outset it
became clear that the
changes that have
occurred since I last
ventured to The Fernery
the best part of a decade
ago have all been for the
bet ter.

My lasting memory had
been of the beautiful
wooden chalets cresting
the 30-metre waterfall in
the Sandrift River gorge –
an almost
ethereal scene
that is finished
with fern-lined
lanes and
swathes of
pine tree
fo r e st .

H o w e v e r,
one of the most
outstanding decisions in
the interim years has been
to open up owners Frans
and Meg Gerber’s

homestead to the public
and make full use of its
spectacular positioning
above the ocean and
waterfall to entertain
guests over breakfast,
lunch and dinner.

Few views, if any, that I
have come across are able
to rival such a contrast
between surf and turf in
so dramatic a fashion.

It was here that Pearton,
who had taken time out
from her preparations for
that evening’s culinary
presentation, and I met to
discuss her ascent to the
top of the food chain.

“I actually studied
veterinary science, but I
soon realised that this
wa s n ’t a dream,” Pear ton
said.

“I have always been a
firm believer that every

discovering how the
citizens of various
countries interpreted
f l av o u r. ”

During the course of the
next few years she also
had the opportunity to
work under world-
renowned Michelin star
chef Thomas Keller at the
French Laundry in
Yountville, California.

Pearton is the first to
admit that she has
benefited from the South
African “food explosion”
brought about by the
introduction of speciality
cooking shows on satellite
television and South
Africans’ desire to catch
up with the latest culinary
t rends.

As a three-time South
African Chef of the Year
and Global Chef Africa
winner, she has become a
household name in the
print media while also
hosting television and
radio shows in Gauteng.

“I am a firm believer
that food should be ‘real’.
By that I mean that the
ingredients should speak
for themselves and for this
reason I am a big one for
organic food,” she said.

“I would very much
classify myself as a ‘vego
p r e fe r a r i a n ’, meaning that
while I prefer vegetables I
will eat meat provided
that I know where it
comes from and it has
been raised correctly. I
always remember the

words of my granny who
said, ‘food should be an
extension of yourself’.
That is another reason
why organic food makes
so much sense.”

With such firm
convictions on what
makes good food it was
only natural that the
conversation turned to the
somewhat controversial
topic of molecular
gastronomy; the “science”
that makes oranges taste
like eggs that look like
pomegranates, or
basically “playing God”
with ingredients.

“I am not saying it does
not have its place because
it does. What people like
Heston Blumenthal have
done is amazing. But then
I spoke to a friend of mine
who had eaten at
(Blumenthal’s restaurant)
The Fat Duck in the UK
and he was surprised to
see that the menu had not
changed at all over the

years, which perhaps says
something about
molecular gastronomy’s
l i m i t at i o n s .

“I tend to agree with the
opinion that it looks lovely
on a plate but it can also
be excessive.”

As owner of The Food
Design Agency, a
Johannesburg-based
company specialising in
food styling, product
development, high end
functions, celebrity
cheffing and skills
upliftment, Pearton also
considers herself a
mentor to the country’s
young chefs – a role she
enjoys immensely as it
enables her to nurture the
“unbelievable talents” of
those coming through the
ranks.

“We are a little bit naive
in this country as to just
how jealous international
chefs are of our produce.
However, we are finally
beginning to recognise

how lucky we are and with
shows like M a st e r c h e f
South Africa and Come
Dine with Me SA star ting
on TV I envisage that it
will only be another five
years before we have
caught up with the rest of
the world in shaping food
trends. We are only going
to go from strength to
st rength.”

So what of that cool,
calm and collected
demeanour that belies the
Gordon Ramsay
stereotype we have
become so used to?

“What can I say? I am a
typical Type A personality
in that I am very serious
and hard-working but
always remember to have
fun in the kitchen.

“I really don’t see the
need to shout and swear if
things aren’t going my
way. If I see somebody has
done something wrong I
tell them so but then get
on with it.”

SPECTACULAR: The Fernery Lodge and Chalets cling to the cliff in the Tsitsikamma
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Win a luxury two-day Fernery getaway
ONE lucky reader can win a two-day
luxury getaway for two at The Fernery
Lodge & Chalets at Forest Ferns Es-
tate, in the Tsitsikamma. The prize is
subject to availability and is valid for
12 months. To enter, simply SMS the
word FERNS to 40881, between to-
day, Saturday, and noon on Tuesday.
SMSes cost R1.50 each and errors and
omissions are billed. The prize can-
not be exchanged for cash and terms
and conditions apply. The winner will
be notified telephonically.

career must be a passion,
and that was why I
enrolled at (chef school)
Silwood Kitchen.

“For me, food is the
heart of the home. My
father was wonderful in
teaching me that. I
remember wanting to
carve the Sunday roast
and almost cutting off my
finger when I was three
years old. Food was the
catalyst in raising
memories.”

After completing her
three-year course at
Silwood, Pearton had the
fortune to forge a
relationship with Cape
Town food doyen Bertus
Basson of the now iconic
Overture restaurant in
Cape Town, before
deciding to pit her
burgeoning talents
against international
chefs in overseas
competition.

“It was at the Cooking
World Championships in
New Zealand that I was
approached with an offer
to become the
i n t e r n at i o n a l
development chef for
Nando’s, which was
incredibly exciting,

CULINARY PRESENTATION: Jodi-Ann Pearton at
work in the kitchen
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