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FROM POVERTY WITH LOVE 

Toronto Native Gives Up Financial Success, Starts Social Project in Colombia 

 
July 09, 2013 
 
For most people who climb out of poverty, their goal is to secure a good job and live a comfortable 
life. But Toronto native Brian Johnston did just the opposite, giving up everything material to volunteer 
in developing countries. After eight years working without a salary, a crowdfunding campaign is 
running until July 24th to raise $68,000 for Food Train, Brian’s new social venture mentoring low 
income cooks in Medellín to improve their quality of life. 
 
Brian came from very humble beginnings in a low-income Scarborough neighbourhood. But he 
worked hard to pull himself out of poverty, going from flipping burgers as a teenager to securing a job 
as a teller at RBC. He worked there full-time during the day, and took a second night job working 
twelve hour security shifts in order to study and save. At twenty two years old he bought a newly 
constructed house, and with four promotions in five years, the sky was the limit. But something wasn’t 
right; he didn’t feel fulfilled.  
 
After a couple typical Canadian vacations in the nineties (all-inclusive resorts in Mexico), Brian was 
invited by a friend to go to Peru, where he stayed with a couple who were volunteering through an 
NGO aid program. Seeing their experience and connection with local communities and culture 
opened his eyes, and he felt a desire to use his business and leadership skills to do work that was 
more fulfilling. Brian gave up his career security at RBC and the path to the good life to help those in 
poverty in developing and emerging countries. 
 
Brian has spent eight of the past ten years in Africa, Asia and Latin America volunteering with 
communities and with NGOs such as Oxfam and CUSO (the other two years were spent in Quebec, 
where he got his professional diploma in French cuisine). He’s worked without a salary as a teacher, 
chef trainer, and organizational development advisor, yet he still feels he’s capable of doing more: 
“My volunteer work with communities brings me closer to people who are often left out of international 
cooperation projects, because they’re considered too great a risk; working with the most vulnerable 
means that an organization may not meet its indicators or objectives, which can affect project funding. 
And for a person with no disposable income, it’s difficult to take a chance on doing something 
different for the long term when in the short term it could affect their ability to put food on their own 
table.” 
 
Brian escaped the cycle of poverty with his positive attitude and his participation in various cost free 
mentoring programs, which developed his entrepreneurial and project management skills, as well as 
his behavioural competencies and soft skills. So to give back and help low income cooks with no 
startup capital move forward, the Vía Cocina – Food Train mentoring centre will create personal 
mentoring agreements with each participant, with a focus on dedicated time, not money. The 
technical aspect of cooking and developing new healthy recipes will be funded through in kind 



contributions from participants, generating income through the project rather than investing or 
borrowing money that they don’t have. 
 
The program includes space and equipment to develop new recipes using Brian’s knowledge of 
twenty distinct cuisines, an income generating restaurant where participants assist with service, and a 
kiosk style food court where they refine their business and soft skills, selling their unique recipes to 
the general public while earning capital to venture out on their own. The project needs a physical 
space in Medellín to become self-sustaining, and with only $4,000 USD raised of the $68,000 
required, volumes of small one-time contributions are being urgently accepted until July 24th via 
Indiegogo, which Brian will pay forward to project participants. You can watch Brian’s inspiring video, 
read more details about the project, and choose travel and food perks as a thank you for your 
contribution at http://igg.me/at/foodtrain 
 
About Vía Cocina – Food Train 
 
The Vía Cocina – Food Train mentoring project was being developed for ten years prior to launch, as 
Brian Johnston looked for a way to combine his teaching, culinary and international experience into a 
sustainable community program. 
 
Medellín Colombia is a city on the brink of international recognition, crowned “Innovative City of the 
Year” for 2013. It was chosen for its consistent year round climate with no high and low tourism 
season, where participants can profit from their new food businesses every day of the year.  
 
About Brian Johnston 

From 2007-09, Brian spent two years researching culture and cuisine around Asia, Africa, Europe 
and South America, volunteering in restaurants and staying for free with locals who taught him their 
traditional dishes. In 2009/10 he volunteered in Namibia, working with underprivileged women to 
create sustainable livelihoods through cooking and the operation of a tourism-focused restaurant. 

Additional Information 
 
Vía Cocina – Food Train indiegogo campaign and videos: http://igg.me/at/foodtrain 
Vía Cocina – Food Train/Toronto 15 second video promo: http://t.co/utTCG9krAo 
Vía Cocina – Food Train website: http://viacocina.wordpress.com 
Brian Johnston’s food blog: http://forgetfusion.wordpress.com 
Brian Johnston’s volunteering in Namibia blog: http://gastronamibia.wordpress.com/about/ 
Brian’s autobiographical novel: http://www.amazon.com/Not-All-Men-Are-Monsters/dp/1442160462 
 
Contact:  
 
Brian Johnston, Project and campaign founder 
12 Larwood Blvd. Toronto ON M1M 2M5 
1-416-266-2669 
johnsbri@yahoo.com 
skype: johnsbri 
 
Online copy of this press release: http://viacocina.wordpress.com/prensa-press/ 
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