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Farewell to a food hero
The Cotswold Chef – aka Rob Rees – and family have emigrated to Australia. This is 

a man who started in a good profession, as a chef; but who has become 

something extraordinary: a pioneer who uses food to effect change; a tireless 

campaigner for the disadvantaged, who has helped feed thousands of children in 

food poverty. Australia jolly well better be grateful, threatens Katie Jarvis
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D
on’t know whether or not 

you’ve been watching 

Channel 4’s Kitchen 

Impossible series with 

Michel Roux, Junior. It 

follows eight unemployed young people 

with a range of disabilities and mental 

health issues as they struggle to get proper, 

paid professional work in the catering 

industry.

They are all such likeable characters; all 

individuals most of us might not ordinarily 

encounter – and certainly not while taking 

our order for steak and chips.

Among them is Amalie, 23, a flamboyant, 

self-confessed drama queen, who meets 

and greets at restaurant doors as if she 

were born to do so... not born to be defined 

by her Down’s Syndrome.

There’s Dan who, at 24, has recently lost 

his sight. A trained chef who can no longer 

work in the industry (so they say), he 

breaks my heart by beating himself up for 

‘holding the others back’ in their kitchen 

challenges. And by comforting Amalie, 

when she becomes overwrought, with a 

tenderness beyond belief.

There’s 17-year-old Sophie, who has 

applied for more than 170 jobs in 

restaurants and cafés – and only ever had 

two (very brief) interviews. She had to take 

the ‘naughty child in the brain’ with her, of 

course – her Tourette’s, which calls out 

obscenities so at odds with her demeanour.

And there’s Ben, Sarah, Sam, Beth and 

Jack. All entertaining. All capable. All 

overlooked.

It’s Michel Roux’s job to give them the 

confidence and skills to get them work. 

And he does it with the help of Rob Rees 

and Abby Guilding of the Cheltenham-

based Wiggly Worm charity, which has 

been running these sorts of training 

programmes for the past eight years.

So if you did see Kitchen Impossible, I 

don’t need to say much more about Rob. 

Because that’s him on a plate. A man who 

recreates our society in the form of food, 

helping us vividly to see where it lumps, 

separates and curdles.

A man who wants everyone included, 

valued, noticed, no matter what their 

differences.

The reason I’m writing this now is 

because Rob and his lovely, brilliant-in-her-

own-right wife, Ren, with their children 

(nine-year-old Jack, and Maddie, eight), are 

emigrating to Australia. They’ll be back for 

visits. Rob is an ambassador, still, for 

Wiggly Worm.

But, I mean. Well, it’s hardly the same,  

is it?

I’m so sad for the Cotswolds. I’m trying 

to be pleased for Australia…

They’d better deserve him, is all I  

can say.

S
o why, I ask Rob Rees, are you 

leaving? How can you leave?

He gives me two answers. Both 

valid. One practical. One poignant.

“Whether or not Australia was 

happening, I would be stepping back from 

the executive role in The Wiggly Worm [the 

food-for-change charity he founded in 

2007] anyway because I think the time is 

right,” he says, with his usual sensitive 

pragmatism. “Other businesses, maybe, 

should also look at how long can they hold 

on to what they’re doing before they 

employ people to start to challenge them: 

to refresh their business, to take it forwards 

and to build on what is in place.”

OK. And now the poignant.

“Maddie sat me down one evening and 

said, ‘Daddy, you’re not very happy 

anymore.’ And I was happy… but not in the 

right way of ‘happy’.”

Was that a shock?

“No, not really. But it makes you realise 

you can’t just put this thing off. Too many 

hours, seven days a week. And fitting in 

other stuff when you can. I took on all 

things that matter and that I care about, 

but just too much of it on my own. The art 

of delegation is something I’ve put in place 

over the last 12 months.”

(I can see that. I had to have a lie down 

after seeing the results for ‘Rob Rees’ on 

my computer, while searching through my 

interviews alone.)

Not that he’s going to be spending his 

whole time playing volleyball on the beach 

at St Kilda. He’ll be helping set up Little 

Green Spade, a part-government-funded, 

part-charity, Australia-wide growing-and-

cooking programme for 0-5-year-olds.

“And my second project will be working 

with the huge number of refugees. It’s all 

the rage in terms of conversations here, but 

it’s massive in Australia. I’ll be in inner-city 

Melbourne, working with a primary school 

that’s in their version of special measures. 

It should have around 300 children; it’s got 

80, in an area that’s underinvested in, 

politically. There are two huge tower blocks 

at the back, full of refugees, but with no 

community engagement.

“I hope to put school meals in as one of 

the projects, recruiting from the mums and 

dads in those tower blocks. We’ll have 

Iraqi, Afghani and Syrian dishes of the day 

and start to bring the place alive.”

There’s potentially a third project, too – 

working with a large catering company 

running food in three hospitals. “They’re 

very eager to turn their workforce into a 

social enterprise model by recruiting from 

learning disability and mental health.”

Umm. That sounds quite busy. What will 

Maddie have to say about that?

“The difference, and the exciting thing 

for me, is that I can facilitate and lead and 

won’t necessarily have to ‘do’. I can inspire 

other people.”

And he has changed lives. He started as a 

chef, working in some of the best: Royal 

Crescent Hotel, Bath; Hyatt Regency, Grand 

Cayman Islands; Le Gavroche in London. In 

1994, he took over The Country Elephant, 

in Painswick, and began picking up 

numerous awards for his food. In 1999, he 

sold the building, but kept the name, 

offering a private dining service and a 

cookery school. As a way of doing his bit, 

he added in cookery demonstrations at 

Stroud Farmers’ Market; got involved with 

Maidenhill School, Stonehouse, where 

Kath Fry was running an inspiring set of 

cookery courses.

He also spent four years on the board of 

the Food Standards Agency (there were 

around 600 applicants for 13 places). And 

he’s an MBE.

“Like everybody else, the social 

responsibility side started as a bit of free 

marketing. Here’s a picture of me in a 

school, that will get into the local paper – 

might get some bums on seats. But, 

actually, I really got a kick out of it. I fell in 

love with doing this sort of stuff. I was 

lucky enough to be around some really 

inspiring people – Kath Fry; Clare 

Gerbrands at Stroud Farmers’ Market.

“And the producers! You’d suddenly 

meet 30 of them at a market that you’d 

never seen before and you’d think: Where 

have you been? I’d like to come and find 

out where you make all this.”

That interest morphed. In 2007 – partly 

thanks to an accountant gently explaining 

that Rob’s corporate responsibility work 

had taken over his world – he created The 

Wiggly Worm charity.

“Silly name. Jack was into the Hungry 

Caterpillar at the time. It was going to be a 

‘Let’s teach kids how to cook!’ primary 

school campaign. But it rapidly changed 

into something completely different. Never 

changed the name.”

That ‘something different’ began with an 

unending series of ‘Kitchen Challenge’ 

projects, using food as a tool for social 

change. And I’ve witnessed many a 

transformation.

I was there for one of the early days in 

Cirencester, where a group of students, 

excluded from school, cooked a meal. I’ve 

rarely been as moved as when one troubled 

teenager put in front of his dad a lasagne 

he’d cooked from scratch. From his father’s 

eyes shone renewed respect; in the lad’s 

own, you could see an unfamiliar, 

embryonic respect for himself. 

At another, a single father was amongst a 
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Taking Cotswold food to the world
Staying up all night to visit Tokyo’s Tsukiji fish market; making perfect 

spun-sugar cages in Holland; wowing New Yorkers – and those ‘matinee 

idol’ good looks... tourism guru Chris Dee bids a fond au revoir to Rob

I 
met Rob Rees after starting work at 

Gloucestershire Tourism about 18 years 

ago.

Rob was then Chef Proprietor of the 

Country Elephant in Painswick, a respected 

restaurant wooing a rather financially 

cautious local following. I met him (and 

this is typical of Rob), because he had 

bothered to read a newsletter for local 

tourism businesses. Also typically, his 

response was warm and open. 

I duly booked in a group of Belgian travel 

writers for a 45-minute lunch at The 

Country Elephant followed by a visit to a 

nearby historic garden. On the day in 

question at 3.30pm, I had a call from the 

garden to ask “where was the group?”. It 

turned out that Rob had entertained them 

for three hours and was still talking.

The Farmers’ Market scene was kicking 

off locally and, after further success with 

visiting Dutch media, it was obvious that 

there was a story to tell about 

Gloucestershire food and tourism. We 

loaded up a van with Gloucestershire 

cheeses, sausages and a two-hob cooker 

and headed off to one of the main travel 

shows in The Hague. 

In the Netherlands, we encountered the 

impression the British food was pretty bad: 

a revelation to Rob. Believe me, if the 

Dutch think your food is bad you’ve really 

got a problem. We won the day eventually 

and a queue formed to try Gloucester 

produce. Eventually the food ran out, so 

Rob entertained the Dutch by making 

perfect spun sugar ‘cages’. 

At the end of the weekend, thousands of 

Dutch visitors were enthused about the 

high standard of British farm food and the 

Cotswolds’ desirability as a destination. A 

shame, then, that the Foot and Mouth 

outbreak was in the headlines the 

following week. Can’t win them all.

The Cotswolds was one of the first 

destinations to properly promote food and 

drink alongside tourism, with Rob’s energy 

and willingness to meet people a constant 

factor. A group of Australian travel writers 

were particularly entranced, falling for 

what a journalist from The Australian 

described as his ‘matinee idol’ good looks.  

group of struggling parents, desperate to 

learn how to cook nutritious food-on-a-

budget for a young family. They walked 

away with soda bread, shepherd’s pie and a 

new approach to life.

And I’ve been there when Rob’s later 

initiative, No Child Hungry 

Gloucestershire, served a hearty bolognaise 

for free to tired mothers and appreciative 

youngsters in a deprived area of 

Cheltenham. Because, do you know what? 

An incredible 16 percent of the county’s 

youngsters live in poverty. Between 

November and next March, the charity will 

serve another 9,500 meals. And some of 

the early centres they visited with the free 

meals programme are now independently 

taking the project on themselves, leaving 

Wiggly free to help others.

“We describe food as the leveller. So it 

doesn’t matter what class; what ability; we 

all need it.

“And we began early on to realise how 

food and the behaviours associated with it 

- the deep psychology and the emotions - 

can make a big difference. Whether it be 

from fussy eating to healthy eating. Or we 

could use it to inspire you to think: ‘Do you 

know what? I can move away from my 

domestic violence. Or apply for the job I 

need to apply for’.

“We’ve always seen it in the power of 

music and art; but food has been the poor 

relation.”

Rob has changed my outlook, too. Here, 

out of interest, are four moments when he 

turned light bulbs on for me.

1. When Rob founded the Star Bistro at 

the National Star College, it was to give 

young people with disabilities the 

opportunity to run a real restaurant, 

competing on real terms. (And it’s a roaring 

success.) I had lunch with him there, 

served by the utterly engaging Tristan 

Blick. For the sake of the story, I asked Rob, 

“What is Tristan’s disability exactly?”

Rob looked at me as if I were mad. “I’ve 

no idea,” he said. “I only know his 

abilities.”

2. On the same occasion, Rob told me he 

wasn’t interested in getting these 

youngsters jobs. He was only interested in 

careers for them.

3. When I asked, during my No Child 

Hungry Gloucestershire visit to a family 

centre, how they could tell whether parents 

who took the food were really in need, Rob 

put me right again (always with humour 

and kindness): “If they ask for it, then they 

need it.”

4. His mantra is: If you set up any social 

enterprise business, make it good so that 

clients come back. And that means telling 

people with disabilities, who might never 

have received criticism before, that they 

need to do better. “It might seem harsh, 

but you’re not doing them any favours if 

you think otherwise.” (Back to Kitchen 

Impossible.)

The most important thing

This piece is inadequate and missing so 

much. It’s Rob’s fault. There’s too much to 

say. But I’ll finish with two final things. I 

ask him about defining moments. Moments 

when he realised good things were 

happening. And he cites Deb, a lady who is 

currently working in the Star Bistro, 

cooking and mentoring students with 

disabilities. She came on one of his Kitchen 

Challenge courses a few years ago when 

she was homeless on the streets. The 

experience turned her life around: she 

subsequently volunteered for the charity; 

now she’s a paid member of staff.

“When Tom Kerridge started doing really 

well, Debs said to me, ‘You’re jealous, 

aren’t you?’ And I said, ‘Yeah, maybe. 

Maybe.’ And she replied, ‘But you saved  

my life.’

“Ultimately, we didn’t. She did it herself. 

But she’s pretty much a light-bulb moment 

for me – Debs shows how you can get an 

individual to self-reflect through our 

challenges.”

And what has Rob Rees himself learned 

along the way?

“I’ve learned that you can lobby and 

campaign to national government as much 

as you like, but you’re better off sticking to 

making a difference in your locality.

“I’ve learned you should trust more 

people more often to do the job that you’ve 

asked them to do.

“And,” he says, as he heads off to blue 

skies, challenges, and precious time with 

Ren and the children, “I’ve learned that the 

family is the most important thing in your 

life.”

For more on the Wiggly Worm, which continues 

its work as normal, with Rob as ambassador, visit 

www.thewigglyworm.org.uk or call 01242 237802

{ Around 2am we 

ordered ‘British Cheese’ 

from a bar menu, only to 

be presented with 

Dairylea triangles

Embarrassingly enough she also wrote 

about the Jamie Oliver bookshop cut-out 

figure which, along with three darts, was 

Rob’s birthday present from me that year. 

About this time the idea for the now 

prestigious Cotswold Life Food and Drink 

Awards was born, based on an original 

lunch with the magazine’s editor.  

With national tourist board backing, Rob 

and I found ourselves in Japan on a Virgin 

sponsored visit. We recorded TV and radio 

interviews and produced a lunch at the 

British Embassy in Tokyo for media and 

travel trade. The Head Chef at the Embassy, 

an impassive Japanese national, was a 

tough nut to crack, but through the 

international language of mime, the ice was 

broken and the results were terrific. The 

Gloucester cheeses got through the 

labyrinthine Japanese customs system too. 

After an exhausting five days in Japan, 

we celebrated by staying up all night to go 

to Tokyo’s Tsukiji fish market at 4.30am (If 

you hang around with chefs you have to do 

that sort of thing). Around 2am we ordered 

‘British Cheese’ from a bar menu, only to 

be presented with Dairylea triangles. There 

was clearly work still to do in Japan.

On the positive side, returning the 

following year, I was amazed to find that a 

chain of Tokyo pubs was offering a Rob 

Rees Cotswold menu and I was even 

offered a Rob Rees ‘Cotswold Chicken’ 

option on the Virgin flight home. 

Promotion in motion.

Rob did solo VisitBritain sponsored visits 

to India and Australia and later we set up a 

Continental Airlines trip to New York to 

cook at The James Beard Foundation, at a 

European Museum on Madison Avenue. It 

sounds glamorous but there were lows too 

- I’ll never forget a late night spent in a prep 

kitchen in Manhattan, rats running around 

and Latino kitchen staff playing with flick 

knives and being heavily macho. I’ve never 

felt so English.

We finished up that US visit cooking at 

Whole Foods, Columbus Circle, which was 

a real tour de force from Rob, with tough 

New Yorkers eating out of his hand, so to 

speak. And, if you’ve ever wondered why 

Whole Foods came to Cheltenham… look 

no further.

If I’ve given the impression that Rob 

worked exclusively on tourism, that’s 

wrong. All this was fitted in and around the 

day job - hundreds of school visits, cookery 

demonstrations, the setting up of the 

brilliantly successful Wiggly Worm charity 

and the overseeing of a great Bistro 

restaurant at the National Star Centre. 

Rob’s contribution to the Cotswolds has, 

I think, been admirable.  I’ll miss him, Ren, 

Jack and Maddie when they become 

Melbourne-based. 

But as our travels proved, it’s a small 

world really. n

Chris Dee


