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FOOD NETWORK STAR
Season 7 – Finalist Bios
Alicia Sanchez, 33 (New York), received a diploma in Pastry and Baking Arts from the Institute of Culinary Education and loves to put her own twists on everyday dishes. After moving to New York from Kansas City, Alicia opened a bakery specializing in customized cakes and cupcakes. This upbeat New Yorker combines her expertise and passion while teaching young adults how to cook as the chef instructor at Manhattan’s Grand Street Settlement.  
Chris Nirschel, 28 (Hoboken, N.J.), matches his vivacious personality to his culinary style, bringing bold and intriguing flavors to the kitchen with no recipes at all. Chris found his passion and focus in life when he attended French Culinary Institute and most recently served as the sous chef at a New York restaurant. Now this culinary bad boy creates exciting flavor profiles with confidence to boot. 
Howie Drummond, 40 (Highlands Ranch, Colo.), a local radio show host, worked in the restaurant business for seven years striving to become a chef before he won a radio contest that changed his life. Although his career path changed, his love for food did not. Howie, who also hosted a local TV cooking show for three years in Denver, believes that food at its best brings family and friends together with love and entertainment.

Jeff Mauro, 32 (Elmwood Park, Ill.), a private chef at the Chicago corporate headquarters for a large mortgage company, graduated from California’s Hollywood Kitchen Academy and has worked in the food industry since high school in various roles including line cook, caterer and chef instructor. After pursuing a career as an entertainer and comedian in Los Angeles, Jeff returned to Chicago to spend time doing what he loves: cooking. Jeff’s down-to-earth personality coupled with his comic relief make a great combo in the kitchen.   
Juba Kali, 29 (New Orleans), thrives on bringing creativity to recipes, combining tastes and elements from a variety of cultures. An energetic new father, Juba focuses on the science of food, drawing from his culinary background and his role as research chef at a popular spice company for inspiration. Juba received a Bachelor of Science degree in Nutritional Studies from Johnson & Wales University and combines his two passions – science and food – to create culinary masterpieces.  

Justin Balmes, 32 (Marietta, Ga.), a graduate of the Art Institute of Atlanta with a degree in Culinary Arts, has worked on almost every level in the kitchen including line cook, sous chef and executive chef. When he’s not concocting organic recipes with local ingredients, this adventure seeker takes it outside for competitive cycling. In his current position as farmer’s market specialist at a large organic retailer, Justin is the jack-of-all-trades as a fish monger, a butcher and an instructor.

Justin Davis, 31 (Minneapolis), brings experience from all levels of the restaurant business including host, waiter, bartender and line cook. The stay-at-home dad and current food blogger draws from cookbooks for inspiration, but rarely follows a recipe to a tee. His no-nonsense attitude is reflected in his culinary style as he values rustic cooking and favors bringing the farm to the table with few steps in between.  
Jyll Everman, 31 (Glendora, Calif.), attended the Epicurean School of Culinary Arts and has worked in several high-end restaurants in various roles including server, dining room manager and line worker. Jyll revels in comfort food and can turn any true classic into a scrumptious appetizer. She relays her “can-do” attitude to the students in the monthly classes she teaches, inspiring others to achieve their culinary dreams.  

Katy Clark, 34 (Long Beach, Calif.), a food and fitness life coach, previously owned and operated Silver Spoon Café, a western-inspired café in Kunming, China. Now, this mother of three runs a food and fitness company Fit Chef Katy, encompassing The Dessert Lady Catering Company and children’s cooking division Look! I Can Cook. Inspired by the recipes of the women in her family and her experience in restaurants over the years, Katy loves to add her special touch to make every dish her own.  
Mary Beth Albright, 38 (Washington, D.C.), a former attorney, decided to follow her passion for food and began seeking out a culinary career of her own. After studying ingredients in professional areas and as a home cook, Mary Beth now shares her expertise with others as a food writer and local expert for print and broadcast media outlets. She also works with children through her U.S. House of Representatives preschool cooking and gardening program. 
Orchid Paulmeier, 38 (Bluffton, S.C.), a first generation American from Filipino background, started her culinary career as an ice cream scooper in high school, and only went up from there. She’s worked as a general manager, head trainer and personal chef and now owns One Hot Mama’s restaurant in Hilton Head Island, S.C. This outspoken mother of three prides herself on her southern barbecue and is well-known locally for her wings and ribs.  

Penny Davidi, 39 (Los Angeles), a mother of two teenagers, grew up learning the art of cooking from the women in her family and used this knowledge as a launching pad to fuse creativity and personality to create her own innovative recipes. Raised in California, Penny franchised Pizza Rustica and opened a popular branch in Beverly Hills, which once earned the title, “hottest pizza in town.” 
Susie Jimenez, 31 (Aspen, Colo.), began her relationship with food picking fruit with her parents who came to California from Mexico. To pursue her food passion, Susie attended the California Culinary Academy and later worked as manager, line cook, sous chef and executive chef at several restaurants. She’s now the owner of Susie’s Custom Catering and Farmer's Daughter and participates in events where she teaches students how to cook with a variety of techniques and flavors.  
Vic “Vegas” Moea, 35 (Las Vegas), a self-trained restaurant chef, worked his way up the culinary ladder from dishwasher to executive chef at a Las Vegas hotel restaurant. He moved from Brooklyn to Las Vegas at thirteen, but his culinary style reflects his classic, New York Italian background. Learning to cook from his mother and grandmother, Vic adds his modern Vegas flair to traditional recipes from his childhood. 
Whitney Chen, 28 (New York), a former engineering consultant, quit her job and received a culinary certificate from L’Academie de Cuisine in Bethesda, Md., and worked her way up the culinary ladder to the line at a Three Michelin Star restaurant in New York City. A serious home cook turned professional chef, Whitney enjoys using the freshest seasonal ingredients in her cooking and believes that anyone can incorporate advanced techniques into making everyday meals that impress. 

# # #
