
 F rom a young age, Jeff Hen-
derson, a renowned chef and 
television personality, said he 

could see the American dream.  
He could see himself living in a  
nice home with a loving family with 
plenty to eat. The reality was that he 
grew up in a rough Los Angeles 
neighborhood where drugs, gangs, 
and violence were prevalent. 

As a young boy, Henderson deliv-
ered newspapers and sold candy to 
help support his family. “I learned 
customer service skills at an early 
age,” Henderson said.

However, he also remembers 
learning how to steal at a young age 
from his grandfather. His grandfather 
serviced laundry mats and would take 
quarters from the machines. Jeff 
remembers stealing from his grandfa-
ther and thinking nothing of it.  

“That was the beginning of my 
adolescent behavior that got me  
to start making wrong choices,” 
Henderson said.

Throughout his teenage years and 
early 20s, Henderson said he was 
addicted to money. He fed his addic-
tion by dealing drugs. At its height, he 
was running an $80,000-a-week 
operation. It all ended when he was 

indicted by the federal govern-
ment and sent to prison.

Henderson said the tragedy is that 
his story mirrors that of many young 
people who are struggling across the 
country. He said all throughout his 
youth, education was never talked 
about or valued. 

“When you’re born into poverty, 
your focus is on money,” Henderson 
said. “We can’t focus in school, 
because we’re in survival mode  
day in and day out.”

However, in prison, Henderson 
said, a bad situation soon turned into 
a good one. Henderson said he always 
had the people skills and soft skills of 
a successful business man and he was 
soon recognized as someone with 
potential. And, even more impor-
tantly, Henderson said, he started his 
education.

“I grew up in prison,” Henderson 
said. “For the first time I read a book, 
for the first time I was told that I was 
smart, for the first time I was told that 
I had potential.”

In prison, Henderson said his new 
addiction was education. He read 
every book that he could. He changed 
who he was. He changed his values 
and morals and when he was released 
from prison in 1996, he wanted to be 
a chef.

The transition from inmate to 
world-class chef wasn’t easy, but 

Henderson made it his mission to be 
successful. He modeled himself after 
the best chefs and as he said, he 
“played the part.”

“I got my teeth fixed, I slimmed 
down and stopped lifting weights, I 
wore the right clothes, I smiled,” 
Henderson said.

As a successful chef, who has told 
his life story in the best-selling 
Cooked, Henderson hosted a televi-
sion show called “The Chef Jeff 
Project.” He took at-risk youth and 
gave them work in his catering busi-
ness and gave them an opportunity to 
better their life.

“When I work with these kids  
I see so much potential in them,” 
Henderson said. 

In the end, Henderson says he 
wishes that he had made the connec-
tion between education and success 
earlier than he did. But he is happy to 
say that he is living the American 
dream with a nice home, family, and 
plenty of food in the kitchen.

“Breaking that cycle of poverty in 
my family means so much to me,” 
Henderson said. “When my kids get 
older, I want them to say, ‘My father 
wasn’t just a drug dealer, he was a 
man of substance and character.’” n
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Chef Jeff Henderson connects success to education


