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INTRODUCTION

Fellow snack lovers of the world… hello there, and the warmest of welcomes to you all!

I’m delighted that we clearly have something in common: put simply, the heartfelt joy that the humble snack gives us deep down – that little tingle of delight felt when our minds conjure up the dream scenario: a table, fully laden – nay, groaning – under the weight of some of the finest snacking delights that money can buy.

Just close your eyes for a second and join me in reverie if you will… a golden pork pie, with a rich, thick, crumbly crust; perfect, lightly browned sausage rolls, fresh from the oven and piping hot; pickled onions with enough crunch and bite to bring a tear to your eye; and a veritable array of other delicious nibbles, bites and savoury treats to feast upon. This is the kind of food that makes us feel warm, reassured, unhurried and – above all else – comfortable. They’re affectionally called picky bits – and we love them, because they bring us simple, unbridled giddiness… one glorious mouthful at a time.

‘But what to drink with all these culinary delights?’ you may be wondering. Well, here’s the twist. Instead of reaching for that fairly ordinary can of lager, cola or bog-standard Sauvignon Blanc, why not mix things up a little and elevate the entire experience to new heights!

This is where The Picky Bits Sommelier comes in. For many years I’ve been fascinated by the relationship between food and drink, and how so many seemingly simple flavours can combine to create a complete tapestry of taste. The combination of snacks and drinks brings out an array of complementary notes on the palate, and it has led me to explore some of our favourite picky bits, unlocking their perfect dance partners in the process.

The format is simple: some of the world’s best-loved wines are broken down by grape variety, along with a plethora of beers, ciders, cocktails and soft drinks – each one paired with the perfect picky bit, which I’ve chosen from a selection of cherished British buffet classics. I’ve also tried to group the pairings into the best suggested occasion to enjoy them: whether you’re snuggled up at home watching TV, or hosting a posh dinner party, so you can plan your snackstravaganza to perfection.

There are also sections on just what we mean by a ‘picky bit’, how to classify them (there’s a snazzy Picky Bits Matrix here), while also looking at a brief, but super-tasty history of snacking culture around the world. I consider why we love picky bits so much as a nation: from Scotch eggs (ironically not technically a Scottish creation – more on this later!), to the humble pork pie, with origins in the Midlands, spice-laden samosas, haggis balls, all the way down to Cornish pasties… a complete isle of snacking delight! There’s also the ultimate quiz to work out which picky bit most represents your personality – seriously good fun if you’re a certified snacking nut like me!

So, settle in, pour yourself something tasty and fire up your food-shopping app… you’re probably going to be some time… because it’s Picky Bits Time.

Neil x @ridleydrinks





PART I



A (Bite-sized) HISTORY OF SNACKING
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Across the globe, our love affair with snacking culture is undeniable. Whether it’s grabbing a tasty prawn tempura and generously plunging it into a variety of dips or seeking out an easy-to-eat national delicacy in between more formal mealtimes, this simple, off-the-cuff, on-the-hoof food is convenient, satisfying and now big business, with an industry valued in the billions. However, it wasn’t always like this: snacking culture arguably dates back to almost the birth of mankind itself.

The idea of ‘grazing’ and eating when and where possible was born out of necessity: in the times where food was scarce and often had to be perilously caught and cooked by hand, smaller, simpler, bite-sized meals – often in the form of nuts and berries – were there simply to provide sustenance rather than enjoyment, when heartier and more satisfying food wasn’t available to our primitive ancestors.

As the development of food culture, farming practices and newer imported ingredients grew, so too did the hunger for simpler but easy to consume foods. Preserving things in vinegar, such as pickles, root vegetables and nuts, or slowly curing and drying perishable produce gave the culinary world a greater understanding of longevity and removed the need to prepare, heat and consume foodstuffs at a certain time, bringing the rise of a more eating on-the-move mentality.

As societies grew and working practices changed, so did the sort of food that we desired. As the world became more industrialised, it was a significant time for the growth of snacking – especially in the UK, as convenient street food became far more popular, with vendors offering simple but filling baked produce such as pies, pasties and other pastry dishes, bringing an ideal energy-filled balance of protein and carbohydrate that could be enjoyed either as a quick substitute between meals, or in place of more formal dining, as demands on the workforce meant less time to eat properly. Victorian dining culture was rigidly built around the ‘three square meals a day’ concept, but the availability of cheaper snacks began to challenge this – especially when more mass-produced, prepackaged snacks began to grow in numbers.

One notable contribution here is the humble potato crisp: purportedly first developed in the USA in the mid-nineteenth century (but conversely, also said to be invented in the UK around the same time), crisps qualified as the perfect savoury snack and, without doubt, changed the dynamic of convenience foods. Thanks to Smith’s, then latterly Walkers, Golden Wonder, Tayto and Tudor, the UK and Ireland were introduced to a variety of now familiar flavours: cheese and onion, salt and vinegar, roast chicken and prawn cocktail all becoming beloved staples for the hungry masses.
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Interestingly, one’s job often dictated the sort of things people were able to eat, allowing snacking ingenuity to flourish. Consider the challenges faced by Cornish tin miners in the 1800s, whose hands were often covered in particularly unpleasant – and harmful – tin ore. The hand-crimped pasty – known locally as an oggy (amusingly, it’s where the phrase ‘oggy oggy oggy, oi oi oi!’ comes from, as local traders loudly peddled their wares…) – was once classed as a delicacy for the wealthy, with richer, expensive fillings, but subsequently became a perfectly contained and convenient working-class lunchtime snack.

Pasties were often filled with both savoury and sweet fillings from one end to the other (swede, potato and cheap cuts of meat alongside fruit fillings, like apple and seasonal berries), with the thick pastry crust then discarded after eating, as a way to reduce the tin contamination.

Over in nineteenth-century Spain, the tapas phenomenon – arguably the OG of the picky bits concept – forever changed the dietary habits and food culture of a nation. Translating from the verb tapar, which means ‘to cover’, one theory suggested by food historians is that this ‘covering’ was a convenient way to alleviate the problem of flies inadvertently ending up in a patron’s glass of sherry or wine at the local taverna. These makeshift, edible covers were either a small piece of bread, chorizo, cheese or ham – also conveniently salty foods, which not only kept drinks fresh, but also stimulated a drinker’s thirst. It’s even been suggested that it has royal connections: when King Alfonso VIII visited the coastal town of Cádiz, a waiter hastily covered his highness’s drink with cured salami to stop sand blowing into it from the beach.
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Whatever the origins may be, tapas culture has truly blossomed globally, and these delightful appetisers have now become hallowed classics: so much so that a world without albóndigas, croquetas, gambas and patatas bravas would be a poorer place for everyone!

Today, snacking culture has reached an all-time high. Some would argue that the consequence of our obsession with faster-paced, smaller but swifter, arguably less-satisfying cuisine has eroded the traditional architecture of family values – where diners sat and ate together at set times – particularly in the West. However, one counter theory is that snacking culture is here to stay simply because of our lifestyles, and changes to where, when and how we work and socialise.

Regardless of where you find yourself dining, pretty much every country in the world will have its very own take on the appetiser, or picky bit. The individual dishes may differ, but the principles remain largely the same: convenient, pre-prepared and devilishly simple to eat.

Below, you’ll find a handy world guide to aid you on your snacking journey. There will no doubt be plenty of places I have inadvertently missed here, but it gives you an idea of how far the world of snacking has come… and knowing your smörgåsbord from your petiscos should be at the top of the list for any picky-bit fanatic!

Brazil: petiscos

China: dim sum

Costa Rica and Central America: bocas

France: hors d’oeuvres

Germany: Vorspeisen

Greece: meze

India: thali

Indonesia: Hidangan Pembuka

Italy: antipasti, cicchetti, stuzzichini

Japan: sunakku

Mexico: botanas

Poland: zakąska

Portugal: petiscos

Russia: zakuski

Spain: tapas, pintxos

Sweden: smörgåsbord

Turkey: mezze

USA: appetiser
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SOME APPETIZING PICKY-BIT BRAIN TEASERS

    
(SEE HERE FOR THE ANSWERS)
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Q1The Scotch egg wasn’t developed in Scotland, so whereabouts did it originate from?
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Q2The Yorkshire pudding is famously served with a roast dinner; however, what is its original, ‘authentic’ serving?
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Q3Where in the world did the tempura prawn originate?


 

[image: ]


Q4Which British snacking staple has its very own Protected Geographical Indication (PGI)? 1
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Q5Which popular dried and spicy snack food is known as chevda in India and chanachur in Bangladesh?
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Q6Which was the original flavour of Monster Munch when it was first launched back in 1978?
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Q7True or False: the traditional Welsh rarebit recipe from 1725 calls for ‘one freshly caught, long-eared cottontail rabbit from Llanfairpwllgwyngyll…’.





	1 This guarantees a product’s characteristics or reputation, authenticity and origin, and protects the product name from misuse or imitation.







WHAT IS A PICKY BIT?

The Ultimate

SNACKING

CONUNDRUM



Snacking culture really has become a global phenomenon, and many of our all-time favourite recipes here in the UK are borrowed from other countries and, in some cases, from colonisation – be it chicken satay sticks from Indonesia and Malaysia, Indian samosas and onion bhajis, to smoked salmon blinis from the eastern Slavic nations. No matter where they have travelled from, however, we’ve adopted them with a profound fondness and love, seamlessly placing them next to our home-grown treats like pork pies and Scotch eggs. But with such a rich and diverse tapestry of flavour, how exactly does one classify what a picky bit is?

According to some research conducted by Deliveroo, the food-delivery app – and it probably knows a thing or two about our snacking habits – over 50% of Brits call finger food ‘picky bits’, and the ‘picky tea’ is in fact the nation’s favourite meal. Serious business, then. The supermarket chain Aldi has also conducted its own research into our snacking habits and come up with the perfect picky bits plate formula: 40% carbs + 30% fresh + 10% cold cuts + 10% juicy + 10% completely random. You see, sometimes maths can actually be fun…

Online food order and delivery platform Just Eat also ran a festive survey, revealing that many Brits thought that tucking into Christmas picky bits was one of their most popular festive traditions, beating opening presents, attending parties and carolling. (I agree here, wholeheartedly.) So, armed with this research, I endeavoured to uncover the final piece of savoury



THE PICKIFESTO!


Article 1:


Article 2:


Article 3:


Article 4:


Article 5:


Article 6:


Article 7:
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