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S
itting in the breakfast room in the 
beautifully appointed Connaught
Hotel, fresh from its £70 million
facelift, Hélène Darroze looks out of
place. Sporting a baggy T-shirt and
dusty black gym shorts over opaque

Lycra tights, her face is a shiny pink and her hair does
not look as if it’s seen a brush this morning. But appear-
ances can be deceptive, for Hélène, 42, is the lynchpin
of the entire Connaught revamp.

She is one of France’s top chefs; her eponymous Left
Bank restaurant has two Michelin stars; and she was the
model for Colette, the steely chef heroine of the recent
hit cartoon Ratatouille. The makers spent months

observing her at work, and also copied her epic cheese
trolley. Now she has been lured across the Channel to
relaunch The Connaught’s three restaurants. ‘We were
looking for someone who has authenticity and integrity
and that’s what Hélène is all about,’ says Anthony Lee,
the general manager. ‘And we didn’t want to have a chef
whose name is over the door but who’s opening ten 
other restaurants around the world at the same time.
Hélène is really committed.’

Indeed, when you ask her how long she plans to stay,
she answers, ‘For life.’ All this follows the somewhat
mysterious departure at the end of last year of Gordon
Ramsay protégée Angela Hartnett. Hartnett’s leaving
was attributed in the media to Ramsay’s unwillingness

Hélène in her restaurant in the rue d’Assas, Paris
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Male chefs might believe in
swearing and waggling large

knives at each other, but a calm
Frenchwoman has arrived at The
Connaught determined to serve
up her own brand of happiness. 

Lydia Slater meets a single
mother on a mission 

Colette, the chef
in Ratatouille, was
based on Darroze
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