
 

 

 
Shrimpers at Morecambe Bay: the Bay's famous shrimps are now available in 28 

supermarkets across the north of England. Photograph: Ian Casement/Accolade 

Once, Formby asparagus was famous. White at the base, green through the stem and with a 

purple-tinged tip, it was grown by half-a-dozen families on the sandy wastelands known as 

"slacks" behind the dunes at Formby Point, liberally fertilised by "night soil" (human 

manure) from nearby Liverpool. By the 1940s, 200 acres were under cultivation and the 

award-winning asparagus, acclaimed for its superior texture and flavour, was served in the 

finest restaurants and aboard the grandest ocean liners, including (briefly) the Titanic. 

Today, hit by competition from cheaper, higher-yielding varieties, only a couple of producers 

of these highly labour-intensive spears remain. Michelin-starred restaurants still serve them 

during the short April-June season, but the only place consumers could reliably buy them was 

the farm. Until this year, when Formby asparagus became one of eight "forgotten foods" to 

be sold in local supermarkets in a programme developed by Slow Food UK and regional 

chain Booths. 

http://www.slowfood.org.uk/
http://www.booths.co.uk/


"Not everyone can shop in farmers' markets; most people today buy most of their food in 

supermarkets and we have to recognise that," says Catherine Gazzoli, who heads the UK 

branch of Slow Food, an international movement founded in Italy in 1986 to promote 

traditional, regional food and better eating. Slow Food is "a philosophy," she says, "but we 

have to be pragmatic". 

The scheme has also put Morecambe Bay shrimps, Grimsby smoked haddock and 60-day 

cured York ham into Booths' 28 supermarkets across Lancashire, Cheshire, Cumbria and 

Yorkshire. Soon, an unpasteurised Wensleydale, a membrillo-style fruit cheese made from 

Cumbrian Lyth Valley damsons, a raw-blood black pudding and, later, rare-breed pork will 

join them. 

"It's about getting these foods back into mass circulation," says Chris Dee, the supermarket 

chain's chief operating officer and a longstanding Slow Food member: "Finding a mass 

market for really high-quality, traditional, regional products that would otherwise go almost 

unnoticed, or be confined to a few fancy delis." Gazzoli sums up the scheme as "trying to 

reach consumers who don't read foodie magazines, and developing new routes to market for 

small producers". 

Some of the foods have been forgotten, Dee says, because they have fallen foul of modern 

laws. In the past, butchers invariably used fresh pigs' blood for their black puddings, but now 

that most animals are slaughtered in centralised abattoirs it is hard to get hold of, certainly 

before it coagulates. And a raft of public health regulations now govern its transportation and 

use, to the extent that fresh-blood black pudding has become, in Dee's words, "almost illegal 

to make". So most producers use a dried blood-powder mix that is more convenient, but has 

nothing like the same intensity of flavour. Other forgotten products, such as the extra-

matured ham – produced by a curer enticed out of retirement for the occasion – are simply 

too time-consuming and costly for current food production and distribution practices. Some 

fell into disfavour in the "continental food is best" years, to be rediscovered in the Great 

British food revival. 

Pricing, plainly, is key to the project's long-term success; products are priced at about the 

level of a supermarket premium range, Dee says. But early signs are promising: Booths' sales 

of Morecambe Bay shrimps and Formby asparagus have soared by 85% and 100% 

respectively. 

Partnering with a supermarket was not a step Slow Foods took lightly. The fact that every 

member of Booths' board of directors was willing to take personal responsibility for one of 

the products convinced Gazzoli it was right. "I could feel comfortable about explaining this 

project to our members, some of whom do tend to think that anything to do with 

supermarkets is bad." 

Could it be replicated nationally? No reason why not, says Dee: "Plenty of products go into 

national supermarket chains regionally. The challenge for some, I think, would be in their 

attitude to small producers. It's about nurturing, not wielding power." 

 


