
James Martin may have
acquired a reputation as
the poster boy of celebrity

chefs, but in the kitchen, or
when he’s talking work, he’s
entirely focused and profes-
sional. When I ask him if his
looks ever affected his being
taken seriously, his no-non-
sense, Yorkshire-born response
is instant: “I’ve been in the
industry for 25 years. I’ve
been there, done it and got the
T-shirt. In this business, there’s
no bullshit and those that don’t
shape up fall flat on their arse.”

Like Jamie Oliver, Martin
is passionate about getting
kids to eat healthily, and like
Gordon Ramsay, he doesn’t
mince his words. Like a lamb
to the slaughter I ask him how
he felt about feeding children
omega-3 supplements to
enhance their concentration.
“That’s bollocks” he says,
“give ’em tinned sardines!”

The early reference to tin-
ned, or canned food is not
coincidental. Martin is backing
the Off The Shelf campaign,
developed in conjunction with
food education charity Focus
on Food. It unashamedly draws
on the convenience and versa-
tility of canned foods, which
often, unfairly, gets a bad press.
It’s also captured the zeitgeist; a
marketing strapline (from asso-
ciate sponsors Canned Foods
UK) reads ‘cfUK’ in a droll nod
to French Connection’s house-
hold name, though ill-judged,
signature. The initiative high-
lights two important benefits
of many canned foods: their
nutritious quality (Martin is a
long-time advocate for this
reason) and the recyclability
of the container. 

By Royal appointment
Martin started young. His
belief that parents should
educate their kids on healthy
eating from when they are lit-
tle stems from his own person-
al experience, and is, he says,
“the nub of the Off The Shelf
campaign”. Martin’s father
managed the catering at Castle
Howard and young Martin
helped him in the kitchens.  In
fact, he actually cooked a
meal for the Queen Mother at
the tender age of 12. “She
likes home-cooked food, and
I cooked her favourite — rack
of lamb followed by meringue
and ice-cream,” says Martin.

So what exactly is tasty,
nutritious and, as the Off The
Shelf promotional material
reads, canvenient? “Sweetcorn

is excellent,” says Martin “so
are lentils, pulses, beans and
of course the staple, toma-
toes”. He has very strong
views on tomatoes. “The
other day I saw half a dozen
cherry toms from Holland for
a daft price. It’s crazy — if
English tomatoes aren’t in sea-
son, don’t buy the air-miles
ones, open a can or a jar!” 

I ask him about the univer-
sal favourite, baked beans:
“Actually, I prefer tinned hari-
cots beans, although I’ve got
my own vegetable garden for
when they’re in season, but I
do make my own baked beans
dish. I stir in soy sauce and
chilli and brown sugar, to
make ‘barbecue baked beans’.
There’s another bean dish I
make too, ‘magic bean soup’,

which I make from canned
tomatoes and borlotti beans.
Kids love it. And don’t forget
Banoffi pie. What’s a staple
ingredient? Condensed milk
of course — out of a tin.”

Get real
Martin thinks we’ve become
too snobbish about tinned
foods, and he’s completely
unfront about the fact that he
regards cans as indispensable
on his cruise ship restaurant:
“We use canned foods for
convenience as an adjunct to
meals. Fresh food isn’t always
available when you’re in the
middle of the ocean!”

His views are coloured too
by a stint working in France
where Mediterranean diet
rules. “We’d have tinned

olives, pulses, tomatoes, hari-
cots and puy lentils.”  He also
has strong views on organic:
“I can’t bear this air miles
crap. Even if it is organic. How
do we know how far it’s trav-
elled! Food should come out
of the ground, as local as pos-
sible. But I do think the Soil
Association is doing a great job
supporting the farmers and
championing local produce.” 

Catch ‘em young
Focus on Food (chaired by
Prue Leith, OBE) is a food edu-
cation support programme.
Each year it teaches over
20,000 children to cook in UK
schools on its cooking buses —
kitchens housed inside expand-
able lorries, which visit schools
and communities giving young-
sters aged four to 19 cooking
lessons, while training their
teachers to teach cooking.

Martin, like many other
chefs, gives his time to sup-
port Focus on Food. On the
cooking buses, kids will try
anything from the amazing
ingredients on offer, experi-
menting happily with
anchovies and olives. The
buses are on the road through-
out the year, and if they’re not
helping schools they visit and
support groups and organisa-
tions. Focus on Food’s cam-
paign director, Anita Cormac,
is realistic about the enormous
demand for the buses: “If they
hitched up at every school or
community needing our sup-
port — the journey would take
seven years!” she says.

But, Martin believes that
things are improving: “The
positive side is that kids are
more aware as more attention
is focused where it matters.
We need to get the dinner
ladies educated too. In an
ideal world dinner ladies
would be trained chefs.

“Instead of shedloads
being spent on research stud-
ies with school kids and fish
oils, why don’t they spend the
time and money teaching kids
about a basic balanced diet of
fish, meat and vegetables?” 

Martin’s opinion aside, 
the consensus is that grass
roots, hands-on cooking and
food education has been side-
lined, and technology domi-
nates with lessons being based
around the commercial angle
of design and manufacture.
“But,” he says, “it’s 
brilliant that the Off the Shelf
initiative is working to turn
this around.” ●
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Celebrity chef, James Martin, thinks foodies should abandon their
prejudices about canned food. It’s flexible, environmentally-friendly
and often highly nutritious, he tells Denise Barrett. What’s more, he
says, it’s a great way of introducing children to basic cooking skills

Yes, can do

Omega-3 fats
Salmon, pilchards, herring
Vitamin E
Tuna, salmon, prawns
Vitamin D
Sardines, salmon, mackerel
Vitamin C
Canned strawberries,
blackcurrants, asparagus,
tomatoes, pineapple
Folic acid
Canned broad beans,
black-eyed beans
Thiamin
Canned chili, chick peas,
black-eyed beans
Calcium
Canned macaroni cheese,
spinach, sardines
Vitamin A
Canned carrots, spinach,
apricot, mango
Riboflavin
Canned rice pudding,
asparagus, macaroni cheese
Iron
Canned corn beef, baked
beans, red kidney beans,
meatballs in tomato sauce

It’s in the can!

“If English
tomatoes aren’t
in season, don’t
buy the air-miles
ones, open a can
or a jar!”


