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FOREWORD BY JONATHAN ROSS

I am writing this while on a diet – the curse, of course, of being middle-aged and greedy. But one of the glorious things about this book is how it manages to sweep you up and back to a time when, not only did you not have to worry or even care how many calories were in, for example, an Aztec Bar or a packet of Spanish Gold, but it wouldn’t have mattered if you did know! Because not only were the sweets so much better when we were young, so were our metabolisms. I could drink as many cans of Cresta as I liked then wolf down my own body weight in Space Dust and still, it seemed, not gain an ounce. Heaven.

I still love sweets, despite the disastrous effect they have on my physique. Who doesn’t? Well, I know there are some out there who claim not to, but I am highly suspicious of anyone who doesn’t occasionally pig out on large volumes of them. In particular those pinched, unhappy-looking weirdos who have trained themselves to eat healthily and enjoy it! The kind who you see eating apples, or snacking from ziplock bags of baby carrots or sliced peppers at theme parks and the movies when they could be eating popcorn and Twizzlers and Maltesers. Or Milk Duds, or Fruit Pastilles, or those metre long strips of sweet and sour red or green stuff. (What is it, exactly? Chewy plastic? Solidified juice with a bit of rubber added for body? I don’t know and I don’t really care – I’ll take  five and a scoop of foam bananas as well.)

[image: image]
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So, as a lover and consumer and admirer of sweeties both new and old I not only welcome this book, I demand it! I have been waiting for such an exhaustive and mouthwatering catalogue of sugary nostalgia ever since they stopped making Spangles (which, legend has it, were the first thing Nelson Mandela requested after being freed for whatever it was he was supposed to have done but didn’t. It was the thought of Spangles that kept him going! That’s what I heard, anyway. Or Acid Drops).

In Remembrance of Things Past (or ‘Recherchez de la Chose qui J’adore, comme licorice et photographs du jeunes femmes dans stockings etc’ to give it its full fancy French title) Proust banged on about the smells, cakes and whatnots of his youth and how they became the most powerful and immediate triggers for his boyhood memories. This is what someone told me after they spoke to someone else who had a friend who read it. (Feel free to quote me on that.) And guess what? He’s right. The smell of cheap tobacco on a cold morning as my fellow thirteen year-olds grabbed a last drag before slouching into school, the taste of that pink flat chewing gum that came as a freebie with most picture cards, or the confectionery cigarettes that less bold teens like me would eat then puff out on our breath on a chilly morning in the hope a passing girl would think we were actually smoking – those are probably the keenest and fondest recollections from about eight otherwise wasted years of my life.

[image: topps-gum-jaws-02.tif]

So, to have the chance to wallow, unashamedly, in memories of the taste sensations that exploded daily on my tongue – to bathe in the litres of now sadly discontinued fizzy drinks that we gargled by the gallon, to rub my nose against the perfect photographic reproductions of the crude but powerfully effective packaging that parted me, and millions of other gluttons in the making, from our not-so-hard-earned pocket money – this book is about as close to time travel as you can get. See you in the 1970s... and I’ll have a quarter of cola cubes.
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– Jonathan Ross, 2012





1 – INTRODUCTION
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Domestic violence averted the Mackintosh’s Week-End way.

It was in Tom Brown’s Schooldays, Thomas Hughes’s atmospheric rites of passage novel, that the words ‘tuck shop’ first appeared in print. The likes of Billy Bunter, Roland Browning and Dudley Dursley might have carried the torch for other generations of roving, grazing gluttons, but the institutionalised indulgence of Hughes’s Rugby school story was the first literary work to cement conspicuous consumption and childhood together.

Ever since, the tastes, smells, sights and sounds of the tuck shop have inspired nostalgia: the electric crackle of the sherbet fountain; the chemical medley of pear drops and sugar mice; the anticipatory rat-a-tat-tat of chocolate limes hitting the scale pan; or the weird brown dust in a packet of Fish ‘n’ Chips sticking to your fingers. The right trigger can drill directly down to the most primitive parts of the brain, setting off hidden time-bombs of happiness. For anyone of a certain age, memories of childhood are irretrievably connected to the stomach.

The tuck shop was a great leveller. Everyone ate there, from the Walter Softies to the Bully Beefs (although the bullies would probably steal the softies’ sweets too); Milky Bar kids, Flake girls and Fry’s Five Boys; Monster Munchers, Fab-suckers and lemonade drinkers both secret and out of the closet. Forrest Gump almost got it right. Life isn’t like a box of chocolates, but people are. In your allotted three score and ten, you will undoubtedly come across a soft one, a hard one, a nutty one, and one full of marzipan that nobody can stand. It literally takes allsorts.

[image: Fry's_Five_Boys_1970.tif]

Oh, pish, tush and a cheap laugh during a slow edition of QI! It’s Fry’s Five Boys (1902).

There are two acknowledged golden ages of British tuck. The first came in the 1920s and 1930s when, despite the Depression, the big names of sweets and snacks consolidated their brands and expanded nationwide. The second came in the 1970s and 1980s when, despite the Depression, the big names of sweets and snacks put their accounts departments on indefinite leave and let their product development departments go (fruit and) nuts, shunting out celebrity-endorsed chocolate bars, whimsically shaped corn snacks, cartoon-wrapped nougat delights and plutonium-hued sparkling sodas on a weekly basis.

Manufacturing moved into Technicolor, all the better to catch the wavering eye and stick in the mind for years to come. Sweet shops, until then like antique shops – arthritic, grey and fusty, trapping sunbeams in dust and quietly ossifying – were transformed into glittering Aladdin’s caves, crammed to the rafters with individually wrapped sugared and savoury treasures. Somewhere between decimalisation and globalisation, creative confectionery enjoyed its most fertile period – an auspicious era that began with the last manned moon mission and ended as the first Sky channels beamed into unsuspecting British homes.

[image: trebor-toolbox.tif]

Not in the Screwfix catalogue: Trebor Chocolate Toolbox circa 1981.

If that seems vague, it is deliberately so. For historians, specific dates are vital but, for the retronaut, experience trumps exactitude every time. In all honesty, which had more impact on the average schoolgoer, the communist revolution or the Cadbury takeover? The ephemera of confectionery are more transient than those of archaeology, which is why you will still find more excitement around the unearthing of a shop selling a Rowntree’s Texan than of a museum showing a Roundhead’s helmet. Even Churchill understood the importance of sweets, defeating Hitler with a stiff upper lip and a pocketful of jujubes – and what is it they say an army marches on, again? History is written by the victuallers.

That journey to the corner shop took on the nature of a pilgrimage for many a child, with a salivating smile and a skipping heartbeat. Exiting front door or school gate, you’d proceed with ever-increasing speed to the shop, maybe taking the long way round to pass the house where the future recipient of your last Rolo lived. Leaving your bike outside in a casual heap, you entered the subdued, welcoming, blue-and-white-vinyl-floor-tiled, no-cheques-cashed-thank-you interior. Inside, a fantastic cornucopia of riches. Some items had a past longer than the shopkeeper himself, while others would go on to outlive him. Many, with hindsight, would never see the year out.

None of this mattered to your prospective sweet purchaser, gloriously transfixed as they were in the moment, surveying the ranks of stock. Iconic Mars bars sat next to the doomed likes of the Cadbury’s Alamo. The Fruit Salad chew, old as the book of Genesis, shared shelf space with Trebor Fings, Rowntree’s Junglies and other sugary mayflies. For every can of the Real Thing there were a dozen returnable bottles of ersatz pop from the factory up the road. In the disinterested eyes of the proprietor, all products, as long as someone bought them, were equal. No preferential treatment here.

You had to choose wisely, as funds were limited. Governmental sweet rationing may have ended in 1953, but the economic and parental varieties still held sway. The adult population’s inflationary woes trickled down to the kids via swingeing confectionery cutbacks. Like ‘snout’ in prison, the rarity value of a decent bag of sweets gave its owner a certain social status along with the toothache. Every spare penny was spent on high-fat, salt and sugar products that we knew were probably bad for our hearts, but nevertheless good for our souls.

[image: Trebor_Fings.tiff]

The high water mark of high concept sweet branding: Trebor Fings (1981).

Plenty of books on sweets and snacks already exist, but they tend to come from the producer’s side – weighty tomes of corporate history, trade routes and sales areas. There’s nothing wrong with that, but where’s the book written from the consumer’s point of view? The two are often wildly divergent. To coin a phrase, Chocolate Oranges are not the only fruit. (Terry’s also made a lemon, but it didn’t do the business.) Many products came and went – mere footnotes in their manufacturers’ inventories – but that doesn’t mean they weren’t coveted, adored, consumed with a passion and, just like old friends, noisily revisited a few hours later on the waste ground behind the prefabs.

Fortunately a lot of them tasted the same coming up as going down. They also tasted pretty much the same as each other. There is, after all – Marianne Faithfull aside – only so much you can do with a slab of milk chocolate, a cheesy corn puff or a lump of frozen water on a stick. The marketing men inevitably loom large in this tale, coupling childlike imagination with ruthless raiding of money boxes to create a world of hedonistic abandon, populated by models, mascots and maniacal showbiz personalities all merrily hooked on the product – whatever it may be – and keen to let the whole world know. Often in full song. For better or worse, their efforts made a generation what it is, and what follows is, as much as anything else, an account of how they focus-grouped our Funny Feet.

Millions of products were mocked up, marched out and formally trialled in regional tests, often several months before a national launch, and – if found lacking – put out of their misery entirely. But occasionally a lucky few went on to bigger and better things. This is why Mackems will swear blind that you could buy peanut M&Ms in 1985, and yet it is also why incredulous Cockneys will fight to the death to prove them wrong. Reliable brand ‘birthdays’ are hard to nail down, especially as the majority of British manufacturers have been absorbed into a succession of international confectionery, food and beverage corporations who have scant interest in lineage or continuity. That kind of stock can’t be monetised on Wall Street, apparently.

However, those big companies can’t help but tinker and toy with their winning brands, all in the name of progress. Recipes are changed, formulas are tweaked, and – most heinously of all – the packaging is modernised. Do not despair. Despite the disappearance of some cherished childhood chocolate bars (ah, Mars Applause, you barely registered a ripple on the sentimental Richter scale), many sweets, crisps, snacks and pop are still available if you look hard enough. Only the artificial colours and preservatives have been jettisoned, in favour of ‘all natural’ ingredients. Don’t believe those people who wax lyrical about the good old days of gobstoppers the size of your head, either. No, those Creme Eggs and Wagon Wheels haven’t got smaller. Your hands have got bigger. In fact, with very few exceptions, the tuck shop fare of youth is served in heftier portions than ever before, as the waddling, wobbling outlines of twenty-first century obesity crises serve to illustrate.

[image: Bobby_Lollies_Pack_Shot_01.tif]

Dare you half-inch a Bobby Lolly? Circa 1977.

So here it is, then, your very own unnatural preservative of the best of the Great British Tuck Shop, from the lowly cardboard box of cheap crisps, to the lofty glass jar of cola cubes. Go ahead, dive in – but don’t spoil your tea, now.





2 – CHOCOLATE

[image: cadburys_buttons_70s.tif]

Swing when you’re winning. Cadbury’s Dairy Milk Chocolate Buttons’ “chocolate for beginners” campaign, circa 1975.

Modern chocolate has a truly global heritage. The ancient Mayans were the first to tap into its unique charms. They harvested cocoa beans as currency, bartered them with the Aztecs for jewellery and - who knows? - probably ripped off their own grannies down the Yucatan branch of Cash4Cocoa. More importantly, they also roasted it for a spicy, astringent drink called xocolatl, but the secret was soon stolen. The victorious Spanish conquistadors left Mexico with galleons-full, which made them very popular back home. Europe’s well-to-do queued up for their morning draft of ‘good hot jocolatte’, adding milk, cinnamon, nutmeg and sugar - anything to embellish the rich, unctuous taste. It wasn’t until the development of the cocoa press (by Dutchman Casparus Van Houten - no relation to Denise), which separated the fatty cocoa butter from the dark chocolate powder, that anyone thought to start moulding it into solids.

Confectionery, not necessity, was the mother of invention. Technological breakthroughs followed accordingly: Menier’s chocolate factory (1829); Nestlé’s milk powder formula (1867); Sechaud’s chocolate-filling machine (1913). Each brought affordable, tangible chocolate morsels closer to the (cocoa) masses. Never mind 1066 and all that: as industry laureate elect Roald Dahl zealously declared, ‘These dates are milestones in history and should be seared into the memory of every child.’ Knowing old Roald, he probably meant that literally. Still, it’s no less gruesome a fate than drowning in a river of chocolate, Augustus Gloop-style.

Factories and familiar names sprang up across Britain – Fry, Cadbury, Rowntree – in the most part run by teetotal, pacifist men of faith who believed in the beneficial properties of their product. Little by little, chocolate revealed its versatility: as a gift for a loved one; a reward for an obedient child; or an amuse-bouche at the ambassador’s receptions. Our appetite for the brown stuff continued to develop down the years, particularly around Christmas time. Even after roast turkey with all the trimmings, there always seemed to be room for a little segment of Terry’s tap-it-and-unwrap-it Chocolate Orange.

The passing of time has brought with it more heinous crimes and unearthed the sinful side of the cocoa bean. In recent years, chocolate has been used and abused, whether as a shower-clogging syrup substitute for blood in Hitchcock’s Psycho, or a saucy, valance-staining body paint for bawdy bedroom shenanigans. And what is the point of those edible toolkits? They’re about as much use as a chocolate chastity belt. (Although the spanner might be quite handy for wrenching one open.)

Elvis Presley loved it. Saddam Hussein lived on it. From fountains and fondues to Scottish deep-fat fryers, chocolate gets everywhere. Especially over kids’ faces. Before you know it, we’ll be using it as currency. Chocolate coins, eh? Whatever next?

[image: Badges_for_start_of_chocolate.tif]

Badge manners? Rolo (1937), Aztec (1967) and Curly Wurly (1970) lapel decoration opportunities for chocoholic kids.

[image: Cadbury's_Goodies.tif]

‘We can take on any old line. Anywhere, anytime.’ Tim, Graeme and Bill lend a helping hand to 1977’s Cadbury campaign. Kitten Kong not pictured.





ONE CHUNK LEADS TO ANOTHER

The first solid block of edible chocolate appeared in this country in 1847, courtesy the Fry brothers of Bristol. Although ‘edible’ in this case is a loose definition: even by the standards of today’s pure cocoa brands, this one was a bitter tooth-breaker. It was only after Swiss chocolatier Daniel Peter unveiled the Gala Peter in 1886, the first soft milk chocolate bar, that bars of chocolate looked like they might be a good sister product for the already popular drinking variety.

There were scores of technical problems to overcome first, mainly to do with milk’s tendency to go off at the drop of a hat. By 1902 Fry’s had perfected their weirdly named Five Boys, and Rowntree punted out an Alpine Milk bar. This name was a bit of a giveaway that, as far as the public was concerned, in chocolate terms it was Swiss or nothing, a state of affairs underlined two years later when Nestlé imported the esteemed Kohler and Cailler recipe to their UK factory.

In the end, slow and steady George Cadbury won the race. Eight years in development, his Highland Milk bar tasted good enough to beat the Swiss. It was renamed Dairy Maid, and shortly after renamed again to Dairy Milk, on the advice of a Plymouth shopkeeper. Boasting ‘1½ glasses in every ½lb’, it was launched in 1905 to great success. A year later, the plain Bournville appeared, followed by Fruit and Nut in 1928, Whole Nut two years after that, and a slew of tasty fillings from Caramello to the raisin and biscuit Tiffin from 1934 onwards. It wasn’t Cadbury’s game entirely – Nestlé added Rice Krispies to make their Dairy Crunch in 1938 – but a reputation was being forged. Even Hitler couldn’t stop its advance: one press ad in the bleak days of 1939 advised: ‘The habit of taking a block of Cadbury’s Dairy Milk per day has been medically recommended as a sensible personal precaution for this autumn and winter.’ If, of course, you could get hold of any.

[image: dairy_milk.tif]
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Class and a half. Cadbury’s Dairy Milk (1905), Sultana (1982), Whole Nut (1933) and Fruit & Nut (1928) offer scoffable sharing for all.

After the war, diversification was the thing. Dairy Milk blocks added filling upon filling. By 1960, the usual suspects lined up alongside pineapple, peppermint, coffee, marzipan, strawberry and the intriguingly vague ‘mild dessert’. A modern marketing man would express concern about ‘dilution of the core product’, and rightly, as this was the year of an unwelcome intruder. Already the leader in filled bars by a mile, Mars moved into chocolate blocks that autumn with Galaxy: quality chocolate in bigger sizes than Cadbury’s, plugged with a massive ad campaign. Designed as a pre-emptive attack based on rumours Cadbury were working on a Mars bar rival, it did more damage to Cadbury than their Aztec would do to Mars’s crown.

Cadbury fought back by dropping their prices and defending the brand with some rearguard campaigning. The late 1960s was full of entreaties for Britons to ‘award yourself the CDM’. A nice idea, but a bit staid for such a forward-looking time, and in the early ‘70s it became more wistful still, asking punters if, in this modern, synthetic, concrete world, wasn’t it good to know that ‘there’s always Cadbury’s Dairy Milk’? Then in 1976 Rowntree launched their Yorkie, and such statements suddenly looked very optimistic. Hit even harder, Cadbury returned to the ‘glass and a half’ tagline they’d abandoned in the mid-’60s, and fought the lorry drivers of York with Cilla Black putting a chunk in her cheek on the top deck of a Blackpool tram. Meanwhile Frank Muir twisted his tongue round tales of bucolic Fruit and Nut mania to the strains of Tchaikovsky, and a scarily omnipotent calypso band informed unwitting citizens of the world that, regarding nuts (whole hazelnuts), Cadbury take them and they cover them in chocolate. To seal this fightback, the bars themselves also became thicker (and pricier) once more.
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Chock-A-Block. Astronomer’s favourite, Mars Galaxy (1960) and the less-than-stellar Cadbury’s Big One (1971).

The ever-changing sizes were in part due to the rocketing price of cocoa, which increased tenfold between 1973 and 1977. It made sense to shift the focus away from the actual chocolate, of which there was inevitably going to be a lot less, and onto the exotic innards. And innards didn’t come more exotic than 1970s innards, with Cadbury leading the way. Things started off simply with the self-explanatory Oranges and Lemons (‘a happy new taste in filled blocks!’). Chips of various types were added: Crunchie pieces in Golden Crisp, mint shards in the well-loved Ice Breaker. A spate of Wild West branding came along (as it did to most snack foods at the time, for some reason). The gingham-clad raisin and biscuit slab Country Style was promoted with a sharpshooting variation on Spot the Ball, and Gold Mine – a Golden Crisp but with slightly smaller Crunchie chunks – carried on the frontier theme. They got more geographically adventurous with the Cadbury Classic range, featuring the tangy Ginger bar, the orange- and curaçao-steeped Grand Seville, and the papaya-stuffed Tropical Fruit.The other houses followed suit. In all, over forty-four new chocolate bars were introduced during the decade. Thirty were swiftly withdrawn, but that’s still not a bad hit rate.
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Short and sweet. Cadbury’s Ice Breaker, circa 1973, and Gold Mine (1975) shared a brittle heart and an all-too brief shelf life.

Terry’s upmarket range was called Royal Gold. Coffee, lime, Turkish delight and marzipan temptingly resided within the shiniest of wrappers. They even broke up a bar, wrapping each tablet individually, packaging the lot back together again in slab form and calling it, for reasons obscure, the Oliver Twist. Nestlé, meanwhile, artfully dodged controversy by producing the reliably posh Superfine and Coffee Cream, with an occasional luxury item flourish, such as the muesli-adorned Alpine bar. Rowntree, by comparison, kept oddly quiet – Yorkie aside – during this product deluge. They scored an early winner with Mint Cracknel, a bar whose intriguing spun sugar centre was made in roughly the same way as nylon thread – as indeed was the facial hair of its on-screen representative, Noel Edmonds.

[image: terrys_assortment.tif]

Terry’s, employing neon-handwriting style logos to full effect in the futuristic ‘80s with Bitz (1983) and Dark circa 1982.

If diversity was the watchword in the 1970s, the following decade was all about consolidation. Cadbury rebuilt their own image behind Dairy Milk (which, from 1985, went king size, along with everything else). They reintroduced dormant varieties like roast almond and sultana, and added the odd new bar like ‘when milk and plain collide’ peculiarity Gambit, but the main draw was increasingly Cadbury themselves, embracing the ‘80s corporate brand mania like an old hand. Terry’s, meanwhile, embraced the decade’s other nascent trend, graphic design, to jazz up the wrappers of their crispy chip Bitz range. As with nearly all design of this vintage, what started off looking like something from a millionaire’s pleasure palace in the Caribbean soon acquired the air of a Dunstable nightclub’s ladies night flyer. More sure-footed was Logger, a standard segmented bar cunningly disguised as a tree, and advertised with a shameless Monty Python lumberjack sketch homage. Such visual depreciation was common by now, and everyone soon learned that strong, traditional lines suited them best. Combine this with a fashion for corporate takeovers within the industry, and the seemingly endless variety of the 1970s chocolate market seemed to thin out drastically after 1990. Rowntree were subsumed by Nestlé, Terry’s by Kraft. Cadbury circled their wagons ever tighter, badging everything under the Dairy Milk label, while Mars continued to parry them with Galaxy. The shelves that had once heaved with wrappers of all hues and designs now bore endless ranks of relentlessly focus-grouped purple and brown. No more would entire lines be rebranded on the whim of a shop girl from Plymouth. This made sound business sense, but some of the fun had been let out, children of the future denied the Dickensian pleasure of bursting into a sweet shop and asking for ‘an Oliver Twist, two Tiffins and a Big Wig, please!’.
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Come up to the lab and see what’s in the slab. Cadbury’s Gambit (1967), Nestle’s Feast circa 1974, Dairy Crunch (1965), Hazel Nut circa 1975, and Fizz Bang (1980); Cadbury-Fry’s Tiffin (1967).

‘Shelves that once heaved with wrappers of all hues and designs now bore endless ranks of relentlessly focus-grouped purple and brown.’
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The Eat Generation. Alternative caramel confectionery in the form of Caramac (1959).

 CARAMAC

Named after Halifax-based toffee tycoon John Mackintosh rather than the American beat poet author of On the Road, Kerouac – no, hang on – Caramac nonetheless seems to have had most in common with the iconoclast, hippie, jazz musings of the latter. First, for an entire decade or more, it defied all marketing logic by continuing to sell without a single commercial spot to its name. (Then 1991 saw a TV relaunch of the ‘I was here all along’ ilk, backed by a pointed, almost sardonic, version of the Tremeloes’ ‘Silence Is Golden’.)

[image: Caramac_ad_01.tif]

Hey, have you heard the one about your statutory rights? Rowntree Mackintosh aims for the funny bone in a 1982 comic ad.

Second, there was something so gritty in the texture, a viscous fudginess in that original recipe which was so very redolent of melting, syrupy brown nuggets of street heroin. Caramac felt like the detritus, sweepings from the post-war factory floor of Rowntree’s production line, scooped up, tipped into a vat and boiled down into something altogether more… well, moreish. But, of course, it wasn’t. Far from a happy accident, it was a careful concoction of sweetened condensed milk, butter, treacle and so on, intended to replicate as closely as possible the experience of chomping through its cocoa-based cousins.

In fact, like the best British home cooking, its appeal was driven by economics, austerity and nostalgia. Caramac was a stodgy Sunday sticky toffee pudding turned into a thin, anaemic bar. A bar that, for all the love and attention lavished on its preparation, could never call itself chocolate. Neither fish nor fowl, Caramac sought mainstream acceptance by arranged marriages to other, more established brands. Hence Carawheat, a Jacob’s biscuit covered in a golden Caramac layer, and a later Breakaway version. Though what really took the biscuit was the cheeky twenty-first-century hook-up with a certain four-fingered wafer snack (presumably because of the pleasing, nursery rhyme result). Altogether now: Kit Kat Caramac, give the dog a bone…



‘Like the detritus, sweepings from the factory floor of Rowntree’s production line, scooped up, tipped into a vat and boiled down.’
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If you don’t like trucking, tough luck! Plenty of choice for the school hard-case courtesy of Yorkie (1976).

 YORKIE

There comes a time in every sweet-toothed boy’s life when he takes a look at the contents of the paper bag he’s just blown his hard-pestered 50p on, and finds it lacking… something. Maybe it’s the colour (all those pink shrimps), maybe it’s the texture (soft, as a rule), but something about the whole affair suddenly seems a bit, well, wet. There are, of course, sweets to help you look a bit ‘hard’. You could stock up on the bracing Army & Navy Mints – if you don’t mind pulling faces all afternoon. You could pretend to tug on a chocolate Woodbine or ponce about with a liquorice pipe like a Fisher-Price Tony Benn, but not even the junior kids are fooled by that kind of carry-on. No, there’s only one truly manly item of confectionery on the sweet shop shelves – the Yorkie bar.

 This was a bit of marketing genius on the part of Rowntree employee (and later CEO of EMI), Eric Nicoli. Cadbury had let their main asset, the Dairy Milk, fall into a state of disrepair in the ‘70s. Rowntree saw their moment, and dived in with a bar of such unprecedented solidity that the word ‘chunky’ just wouldn’t do it justice. The Yorkie mythology was stoked by an ad campaign harking back to their ancient Motoring Chocolate brand, wherein a Kwik Save Johnny Cash sang a driving country paean to the macho sweetmeat: ‘Good, rich and thick/A milk chocolate brick.’ On the screen a hard-bitten long-distance lorry driver hauled his Scammel across rugged terrain with only his trusty Yorkie bar for company (a pretty sad state of affairs in retrospect, but for a pre-pubescent boy a man at the wheel of anything bigger than a Datsun Cherry is little short of a god).

Most important of all, the Yorkie was the centre of possibly the only male initiation rite to involve emulsified cocoa butter. The ability to take a Yorkie straight from the fridge and bite off a chunk with a satisfying snap, and without leaving any fragments of teeth in the remaining bar, was as sure a sign of maturity as the ability to do press-ups or claim you’d copped off with Nadine Jones without inviting a dozen spontaneous impressions of Jimmy Hill. If you can eat a Yorkie without wincing, you’ll be a man, my son.

[image: rowntree-yorkie-egg.tif]

Wagon wheels! A Yorkie easter egg, circa 1982.

‘For a pre-pubescent boy a man at the wheel of anything bigger than a Datsun Cherry is little short of a god.’
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‘Unforgettabubble, that’s what you are. Unforgettabubble, milk chocolate bar.’ A line of old King Cole for Rowntree’s Aero (1935).

 AERO

For all the Wonka-esque mystique affected by chocolate makers, most confectionery innovations amount to ‘let’s bung this on top of this, stick some chocolate on it’. The invention of the Aero, however, really did involve science. Rowntree’s technicians frothed up some liquid chocolate with a whisk, poured it into moulds and then – the clever bit – reduced the surrounding air pressure drastically so the tiny bubbles of froth swelled up to a decent size. Then it was a matter of passing the moulds through ice-cold water to set, covering the result with a layer of solid chocolate, and the job was done.

It caused a sensation when it came out, albeit one helpfully whipped up by Rowntree themselves. The exciting new texture, they claimed, ‘stimulates the enzyme glands’ – a bit of shameless quackery they were soon forced to take back. Initially great sales began to tail off, in part due to an assortment of rivals appearing on the scene with undue haste, in particular Fry’s two tryouts, the Ripple and the All-Chocolate Crunchie. Add to that a disputed patent, and things got panicky at Rowntree headquarters. Fruit and nut and whole nut variants were hurriedly bunged out to support the ailing novelty. Sales levelled off after a while, and the Aero, while no longer a craze, remained steady-as-she-goes.

They couldn’t resist mucking about, though. An Aero Wafer introduced in 1950 didn’t hang about too long, but in ‘59 the bright idea of changing the aerated centre from chocolate to peppermint gave the bar a new lease of life, and with orange and coffee centres arriving over the next couple of years, a nice little family was built up that would tick over happily for decades, with just a new campaign based around the word ‘bubbles’ knocked out every few years. Oh, and a short-lived lime variant in 1971.

Then, cometh the ‘80s, cometh the Cadbury’s Wispa. Big trouble in Rowntreeland as the potential Aero spoiler was worriedly picked over. Luckily the two-year gestation period Cadbury took to get the Wispa going nationwide allowed Rowntree to remake the Aero in its image. By September of 1982, gone was the six-segmented flat format, a bumpy chocolate version of the traffic-calming measures in a well-to-do Cotswold village. In came the handy ingot size. In the process, something – no one was quite sure what – changed. The chocolate had become softer. No, the bubbles were bigger. No, it’s the taste... It scarcely mattered, as the new bar more than held its own against the Bournville parvenu. But even today, plenty of former stalwart Aerovians feel slighted by the changes, their enzyme glands no longer stimulated in quite the same way.



‘Aero caused a sensation when it came out, albeit one helpfully whipped up by Rowntree themselves.’
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Milky Bars (1937) featuring the whip-crackaway whippersnapper himself. No sign of Big Chief Milky Bar, introduced in 1977 ‘for ethnic balance.’

 MILKY BAR

Though pre-dating Alan Parker’s much admired all-juvenile Bugsy Malone casting policy by some two decades, the Milky Bar ads were surely made by marketing men both short on imagination and long on memory. A few short scenes were recycled and remade every few years for a new generation of chocoholic tots. To the tune of a honky-tonk saloon bar piano, and the repetitive mantra of the titular song’s rhyming couplets, the ‘strong and tough’ Milky Bar kid would save faux Frontiersmen from some minor inconvenience or other before declaring, ‘The Milky Bars are on me,’ at which point a cheering crowd of sugar-crazed urchins would surge forward to grab the proffered treats.

That said, this was not chocolate as any British child had experienced it before, largely comprising cocoa butter (without the requisite powder), milk solids and vanilla, stretched out into a waxy, sugary tablet. Whiffing faintly of distant Common Market subsidies, it could appeal only to the most immature of tastes; the creamiest milk, maybe, but the Plasticiniest bar by far. Inevitably, the Milky Bar kid himself was as puny and pallid as the product he was paid to endorse, all alabaster skin and wire-rimmed specs, though eternally youthful thanks to a sequence of lead actor changes that would put Doctor Who to shame. The fortunes of each much heralded gunslinger would wane as the voice broke, the freckles faded and puberty inflicted an inescapable and implacable grip on his hormonal system. Cue the difficult transition back to normal life and a future career in loft conversion, panel beating or haulage, alongside the perennial tabloid ‘off the rails’ headlines. For the most unfortunate, that early, illusive taste of fame was as much a curse as a blessing.

Meanwhile, the campaign rolled on with such bandwagon-jumping anachronisms as ‘the Milky Bar kid out in space’ (defeating evil green overlord Zartan with a laser-deflecting silver platter) and 1987’s circus-themed Buttons launch, though quite what recondite career path led the Milky Bar kid from cowboy to big top ringmaster went unremarked upon.
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The return of the space cowboy. The Milky Bar Kid faces the final frontier, and unconvincing aliens, in a television advert circa 1982.



‘Inevitably, the Milky Bar kid himself was as puny and pallid as the product he was paid to endorse.’






BRANDED FOR LIFE

Wonderful as chocolate is, there’s a limit to what you can do with a bar of it. Bung in a fruity filling here, sling some hazelnuts at it from over there, wrap it round a bit of frothy nougat... there are other options, but most of those risk a custodial sentence. As the big chocolate companies of the land expanded and consolidated, they found these tired old tricks, most of them dating from before the war, weren’t giving them the brand range their national status required. So, if you can’t jigger up the contents, why not play about with the shape? This had been going on since the start of the century, with the likes of Fry’s Five Boys, a weird little bar decorated with the gurning expressions of one Lindsay Poulton, supposedly to demonstrate the tortuous emotional states gone through by the average small boy awaiting his cocoa fix.

[image: pink_panther.tif]

Chasing the pink pound – Nestle’s Pink Panther (1972).
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Everyone knows his name – Rupert, Rupert the bar (1971).

Such high-concept wrapper action had no place in the modern chocolate era, though. Three simple pack-festooning candidates ruled the shelves: wacky cartoon animals, famous folk from the cinema and telly, and famous wacky cartoon animals from the cinema and telly. In 1970 Nestlé launched the Winnie the Pooh chocolate bar: bog-standard milk chocolate, but with a variety of characters from Disney’s recent A.A. Milne revamp on the labels. The sheer cross-media crowd-pleasing of this sort of thing was too good to do just the once, so over the next couple of years they pulled the same trick with The Aristocats, Robin Hood and the ever-collectable Doctor Who. When the chocolate ran out, the endorsements didn’t. The Pink Panther bar, a slab of strawberry-flavoured... stuff decorated with everyone’s favourite slightly camp gentleman, scholar and acrobat, was the first and most memorable of these (even if some of those memories come with a slightly suspicious aftertaste). Others included a cream-flavour Star Trek bar (‘She cannae taste any blander, Cap’n!’) and various Tom and Jerry concoctions, including a banana variant.

BBC children’s programmes, as a rule, weren’t up for this sort of treatment, though since many were produced by third parties who kept merchandising rights close to their chests, there wasn’t a lot the Beeb could do if, say, FilmFair decided to let Chocolat Tobler launch a range of bars named after (but, crucially, not flavoured with) The Herbs. And if they then went off to Nestlé and got them to make Paddington Bear and Wombles chocolate, well, there wasn’t much Chocolat Tobler could do about that, either. Canny do-it-yourself cartoon maker Bob Godfrey similarly played the percentages, licensing Roobarb chocolate to Cadbury and the later Noah and Nelly bar franchise to Nestlé. It was every furry stop-motion animal for himself. Oliver Postgate, needless to say, kept well away from this sort of thing.
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TV hits! Doctor Who (1971/3), Mr Men circa 1977, and The Wombles circa 1976, sell out in the name of cocoa.

[image: branded_animal_bar.tif]

[image: supermousse.tif]

Feeding time at the zoo, with Nestle’s milk chocolate menagerie, Animal Bar (1963), and Fry’s Super Mousse (1970).

Of course, not all hot intellectual property owners are up for handing out merchandising rights to the first sweet maker who gets them on the blower. Whether Barker and Dobson, otherwise highly esteemed manufacturers of Everton mints and the like, ever got in touch with ABC Television in 1978 to enquire about the spin-off state of affairs of the top-rating Happy Days is unknown, but their Fonz Rock Bar was a masterclass in endorsement-free cashing in, with its ‘50s jukebox stylings and cunning lack of any identifiable Henry Winkler presence on the wrapper at all. If you wanted official endorsement, perhaps it was best to aim low, as Austro-Welsh confectioners Caxton’s did in 1972 when they rolled out their Doris Archer Fudge, with full consent from the fictional Radio 4 soap matriarch.

If all else failed, you could make up your own characters from scratch. The uber-cute critters that simpered from Nestlé’s mighty, ever-expanding zoological Animal Bar range were a palpable hit with no telly counterpart needed, and their white chocolate Polar Joe bear bar didn’t do too badly either. The same couldn’t perhaps be said quite so emphatically of Fry’s Super Mousse, where the marketing department took one look at the mousse-filled chocolate slab in their charge and thought, ‘Mousse? Moose!’ So was born the Bullwinkle-esque superhero star of the wrappers, hailed by Fry’s as a ‘mythological personality’ who was sure to capture the hearts and minds of the nation’s children overnight. He didn’t. Neither did the cartoon band on the wrappers of Needler’s Pop Chocs range: Slicer Orange, Miss Krispie and Big Drummer Cocoa bore no resemblance to any genuine band, even in 1974, and their pop chocs remained unpicked. And who can forget Trebor’s Konks and Robbers, a Keystone Kops-oriented attempt to flog orange chocolate with the likes of Inspector Clueless, Konstable Klod and Ratnose Fink? A great many people, clearly.



‘The marketing department took one look at the mousse-filled chocolate slab in their charge and thought, “Mousse? Moose!”’
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Film fare. More cartoonish cash-ins from Galaxy and the adventures of Noddy (1970), Nestle’s Larry the Lamb (1970), Cadbury’s Soccerbar (1973), Monster Bar (1973) and Roobarb (1974).

As a last resort, you could brighten up a young child’s day with some entertaining spiel on the back of the wrapper. Okay, ‘entertaining’ often meant a rather dreary retelling of a TV episode, as with Nestlé’s Larry the Lamb bars (‘Part 3: Larry is fishing when he sees the Mayor approaching on a small raft’). Cadbury’s Soccerbars featured tips on how to improve match fitness. ‘Stop eating this chocolate’ might have been a good one, but the writers gamely tried to link sportsmanship with Bournville brands (‘Did you know that star footballers play leapfrog, Freddo’s favourite sport?’). They really let their hair down for the descriptions of assorted unlikely critters on Monster Bars. (‘The Murky Murgswump is a nasty monster that lurks about in murky swamps. The damp gives him nasty pains so that when he bends down he goes “OOH-AAH-OUCH!”’) Perhaps The Wombles bar gambit was best: a short description of how the MacWomble can crush nuts with his bare paws, and a cheery exhortation to Keep Britain Tidy by chucking the wrapper in the nearest bin. Wait a minute, though: weren’t you supposed to be collecting them? Once again, Tobermory hadn’t quite thought it through.
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35% cocoa solids, 65% Beatrix Potter. Cadbury’s Furry Friends promise further animal adventures, circa 1974.
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Egg-laying amphibians? Freddo confuses a generation of budding natural historians (circa 1978).

 FREDDO

A true star among the largely anonymous chocolate animal milieu, Freddo began life in 1930s Australia when one Harry Melbourne, apprentice chocolate moulder for MacRobertson’s, nervously queried his boss’s decision to launch a range of choccy mice, suggesting that, as some children (and, of course, all women) were sent into fits of chair-scaling terror at the sight of a rodent, might a frog not be a less risky commercial proposition? Rather than docking him a week’s wages for insubordination, Harry’s bosses, in a fine example of old-school ‘the boy might just be on to something’ management, sent him away to knock up a few samples. The resulting amphibian sweetmeat, sporting a cheery countenance and sensible footwear, proved that gut instinct right from the moment it went on sale. When Cadbury took over MacRobertson’s it was inevitable that their top-selling line reached the UK.

[image: freddo_new_final.tif]

A frog in one’s throat? Cadbury’s jolly green client (1973).

Launched in 1973 on a wave of cartoon anthropomorphism and creaky puns about leap years on the wrappers, the British Freddo joined such webbed stars as Kermit, Alberto and the intimidating Grog from Vision On, in what turned out to be a singularly froggy decade. By 1974 the lad was turning over £2 million a year. Cadbury’s Bournville HQ was inundated with Freddo fan art and fan fiction. As one exec put it, ‘he has a steady band of admirers who enjoy his special brand of humour as well as his eatability.’ This estimation was revised upwards the following year to the level of ‘national institution’, and non-edible merchandise was rolled out, including Freddo soft toys, finger puppets and greetings cards. Then, unaccountably, at the end of the decade he hopped it from British shelves. Perhaps the fame had all become too much. And sure, he’s been packing the arenas since his 1994 comeback, but somehow it seems like a soulless, money-raking shadow of former glories. Oh, Freddo, what happened? You used to be all about the chocolate!





BEHIND BARS

Jargon alert! Ask any chocolatier or confectionery insider (and who doesn’t know at least three?) and they will tell you: a substantial majority of their industry profits is generated by what are known as ‘countlines’, those smooth choc-covered treats, filled with nougat, caramel, ill-fated factory-floor rats and so on, designed to be eaten on the move.

[image: mars_bar.tif]

The cash cow of Slough: Mars (1932)

This particular form of one-handed pleasure isn’t easy to sell. Before the days of commercial television, kids were too busy up chimneys and picking pockets to buy their own sweets. The advent of advertising allowed brand leaders and their highly paid agencies to come up with increasingly ingenious campaigns to remind us that countlines were reliable, dependable and enjoyable (as opposed to the commonplace, lacklustre and dreary reality).

So, when Mars brought their popular candy bar over from the US to London in 1932, deliberately changing the recipe to suit European tastes (more sugar, less malt, sweeter caramel and, at first – unbelievably – Cadbury’s chocolate), they were unwittingly helping a future slogan-writer (not Murray Walker, despite what you might read elsewhere) come over all expert practitioner: ‘A Mars a day helps you work, rest and play.’ While the tagline riffed nattily on the old apple/doctor-repellent adage (ousting the previous Bob Monkhouse-fronted ‘Stars love Mars’ campaign in 1959), TV screens could be filled with sumptuous close-ups of sugar, caramel and thick, thick chocolate slathering over a nougat slab, yet still reinforce the impression that the Mars bar was not only nutritious, but practically vital. Of course, any claims were medically difficult to prove. (The reasoning went: milk ‘to nourish you, while you relax’; sugar ‘to give you the energy to work’; and chocolate, more exuberantly, ‘to play’. Oh, and glucose – just sugar again, wearing a pharmacist’s lab coat – which could do the work of the other three standing on its head.)

[image: mars-promo-card.tif]

The Mars slogan that first appeared in print in 1959.

If they weren’t insistently showing us bogus production processes (the interior of a Milky Way was apparently ‘whipped over 1,000 times’ by a hand-held Kenwood electric whisk, if a 1980 advert is to be believed), Mars UK were encouraging assorted tower-block-dwelling, new-town youth to extol the virtues of snacking ‘without ruining your appetite’. Absent parents were replaced by older brothers or sisters dishing out chocolate purchased on the basis that it wouldn’t fill them up (in which case, what’s the point?). Lovell’s of Wales also momentarily squeezed into the ‘between meals’ gap with the candidly named Milky Lunch, a crisped-rice revamp of their brazenly opportunist Milky Whip. However, when Milky Way’s annoyingly ear-worm-laden red/blue car race animations were revived for a twenty-first-century audience, the relevant lines had been jarringly replaced – not because of health lobbyist complaints, but because market research had indicated no one was eating regular meals any more.
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The other M&Ms. Milky Way (1935) and Marathon (1968).
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Marathon, on the other hand, was positioned firmly as a meal replacement: ‘packed with peanuts’, curbing and satisfying hunger pangs like a chocolate dominatrix. As if to emphasise the Olympic origins of the name, all Greek honey and heroism, 1970s ads featured various athletic, bright-eyed teens (and Keith Chegwin) marvelling at the sheer magnitude of it all, while the bar itself repeatedly disassembled into slices, as if to demonstrate the efficient regularity of the internal peanut distribution. As any child of the era will recall, this practice inspired parents likewise to carve up and share out a single bar among brothers and sisters, each of whom would fight tooth and claw to be allocated a chocolate-heavy end piece.
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Cheggers plays pep. Keith’s over-excited ad for Marathon, circa 1976
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A more chilled approach for Safeway’s tie-in fridge competition.

Ever alert to consumer behaviour, Mars’s product developers speedily introduced the ‘fun-size’ bar. From 1972 onward, everyone could have their own end piece. Pound for pound, they were more expensive than their standard-sized counterparts but such is the marketeer’s sleight of hand. To allay mums’ housekeeping money fears, some friendly adverts demonstrated how much more a bagload weighed than a box of posh chocs. ‘Two bites big,’ they said. Big! Not small. The scales couldn’t lie.

Aside from the short-term profit boost, another side effect of the treat-sized revolution was an increased number and regularity of ‘consumption occasions’, making nonstop grazing start to feel more normal. Trade magazine The Grocer identified a trend for ‘ambient snacks’, i.e. ones you could eat without
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