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People have always needed 
to find and eat food. One of 
the first food inventions may 
well have been cooked meat!

Perhaps someone tripped 
and dropped a chunk of 
raw meat on the fire 
which then cooked over 
the burning embers.
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People discovered that cooked meat tasted 
nice and somehow the cooked meat lasted 
longer. 

Long, long ago, finding a 
way to keep food from going 
bad meant that it could be 
stored to eat later. It also 
meant that a lot less time 
could be spent hunting 

animals for food because not 
so much of it was wasted.
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As time went on, 
people invented 
ways of drying, 
smoking and salting 
meat and fish to 
make them last 
longer. The Vikings 
lived more than 
1000 years ago. 
This picture shows 
you how they dried 
herbs and cod.
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In 1796179617961796, more than 200 years ago, France’s leader 
Napoleon, sent 350,000 soldiers to war in Italy. 

The soldiers not only had to survive the fighting, 
they also had to survive starvation. 
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The only food they had was whatever they could 
steal and take from local farms and shops as they 
passed through the towns and villages.

There was no way to send food to the army all the 
way from France because it would quickly spoil.
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Napoleon knew that his soldiers were starving. 
He also knew that his army would fight better if 
everyone had enough food to eat. 

When he returned to 
France, he offered a prize 
to anyone who could come 
up with a way to keep food 
fresh while it was being 
transported with the army.
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In France, a store owner 
called Nicholas Nicholas Nicholas Nicholas AppertAppertAppertAppert had 
already been thinking about 
the problem. 

He had noticed that 
food spoiled less 
quickly if it could be 
kept away from air. 

He tried packing food 
into glass jars, like the 
jam jars we use today.

SAMPLE SLIDE

He sealed the food inside the 
glass jars and then heated 
the jars up to remove the air.

His invention was a 
great success. The 
food stayed fresh for 
months!

His jars won Napoleon’s 
prize but there was still 
a problem.
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The jars were heavy, they 
were expensive to produce, 

and they were easily 
smashed as the army 

transported them.

A better idea was needed.
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This is the man that had a 
new idea. His name was 
Bryan Bryan Bryan Bryan DonkinDonkinDonkinDonkin and he was an 
Englishman. Instead of glass 
jars, he made tubes rolled 
from thin sheets of tin which 
he sealed at both ends.

Bryan Donkin 1768-1855
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By 1812, he was putting fruit, vegetables, 
stews and soups into these ‘tin cans’.

The cans were successful 
but very expensive. 

At first only wealthy 
people who were 

travelling and needed to 
take food with them 
would buy the cans.

But sailors welcomed the new tin cans……………….
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Before canned foods became available, the earliest 
sailing boats needed to take enough food to last 
the whole journey. Live animals were sometimes 
taken onboard ship. They were kept in pens on 
deck and fed and cleaned out every day until they 
were needed as food.

The problem with taking 
live animals on board ship 
was the space they and 
their food and water took 
up. Many sailors couldn’t 
afford the luxury!
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They had to make 
their food last the 
whole voyage!

Once tin cans were 
invented, life became 
much easier for the 
crew and passengers 
onboard ships.

Passengers on passenger ships such as the pilgrim 
ship, the Mayflower, took dried meat and fish, 
grains and flour, dried fruit, cheese, hard biscuits, 
and other foods with them. 

The Mayflower sailed 
from Plymouth, 

England to 
The New World 

(America) in 1620.
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In those days, voyages were 
long. A trip to America could 
take over three months so a 
large supply of food was 
needed.

Food in cans solved a lot of problems for those at sea!
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“I gave the visitors a 
round of English Beef, 
which was cooked by 
Messrs. Donkin and 

Gamble two years and 
four months before, 
which, with a glass of 

wine, made no bad lunch" 

John Dickson – engineer 
1815

"I have the pleasure of 
saying, the meats and 

soups I opened during the 
voyage, were as good as 
when first put up, and I 

have no doubt will keep in 
any climate“

Captain George King of 
the Mary and Susannah 

1813

"I think it is a most excellent thing for the 
ship's company, and particularly those in a 

convalescent state. Two men, who were very ill 
and weak, have considerably recovered from 
the use of canned food these last few days“

Captain A W Schomberg of HMS York 1814

There was a There was a There was a There was a 
lot of praise lot of praise lot of praise lot of praise 
for the new for the new for the new for the new 
invention.invention.invention.invention.
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The British Navy bought large stocks 
of canned food even though it was 
very expensive. 

A can of roast veal taken on Admiral 
Parry’s 1824 expedition through the 
Arctic was found unopened in1958. 
The can was dated 1823 and had 
been used for many years as a 
doorstop! It was heavy and could be 
carried by a ring attached to the top. 
It When museum workers opened the 
can they found the meat still looked 
pink and fresh.

Sir William Parry
1790 - 1855
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By 1830 there were canned foods in the shops but a 
tin of peas cost as much as renting a house for a 
week! There was also the problem of opening the tins. 
At first, the makers of the tins suggested that a 
hammer and 
chisel should 
be used. 

1849

Once again, a new invention was needed…
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Do you know what they are used for?Do you know what they are used for?Do you know what they are used for?Do you know what they are used for?

Do you Do you Do you Do you 
recognise these recognise these recognise these recognise these 
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Soldiers on the battlefield used their bayonets, rocks 
and even their guns to get at the food inside. It wasn’t 
until the 1850s, long after Bryan Donkin produced the 
first tin cans, that the very first tin opener was 
produced. It looked like a crab’s claw.

Today there are different types of can openers that can 
be bought and used to open millions of cans of fruits, 
vegetables, fish and meats.

The very first cans were made of thick, 
heavy iron and they all carried labels 
suggesting the use of a hammer and chisel 
to open them or a knife to punch a hole. 
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One big advantage of tinned food was that 
housewives could buy food at the times of the year 
when certain foods were normally out of season 
and, as time went on, the canned foods weren’t 
much different in price to fresh foods. 

Today, not all cans 
need a can opener. 
Pull tab cans were 
invented in 1963 
And used on beer 
and fizzy drink cans.
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Today people in the UK eat more baked beans 
than any other country in the world.

Did you know?Did you know?Did you know?Did you know?

Baked beans 
were originally 

an American idea 
which came to 

England in 1901.
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Campbell’s soup became very 
popular in the late 1800s. 

The artist Andy WarholAndy WarholAndy WarholAndy Warhol loved 
the soup so much he said, 
“I used to drink it. I used to 
have the same lunch every 
day, for twenty years, I 
guess, the same thing over 
and over again.”
He loved it so much that in 
1962 he produced a series of 
paintings known as The The The The 
CampellCampellCampellCampell’’’’ssss Soup CanSoup CanSoup CanSoup Can series.
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