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A NOTE ON THE AUTHOR
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INTRODUCTION

To the snappy-dressed snackers, munchers, crunchers, nibblers, dippers and all you weird and wonderful crispy connoisseurs out there: have you ever wondered which crisp would work best with your Malbec, Martini or pint of mild?

If the answer is yes, then this is the book for you!

The Crisp Sommelier will give you a fun-yet-satisfyingly factual insight into arguably one of life’s simplest but greatest of pleasures: the (un)holy matrimony of savoury-snack-based deliciousness and the cool, refreshing artistry of some of our favourite tipples.

If you’re a little like me, then you’ll know what I mean when I say I always feel slightly ‘empty-handed’ if I’m sitting there in a pub, bar or at home holding nothing more than a glass of wine, a pint, a glass of cola or a cocktail of some description. My other hand needs to be occupied, and this is where my fascination with snacks comes in. In recent years, I’ve become fanatical about exploring flavour beyond simply what’s in the glass. Combined with the right snack, a drink can really, truly come alive in new and unexpected ways.

It could be that first refreshing sip of a pint of craft IPA, swiftly followed up by the welcoming rustle of a large bag of roast beef and mustard crisps, often ripped open to allow others to partake; what I’ve affectionately come to know as the ‘English tapas’ moment. It could also be the majestic discovery of how different wine-grape varieties have a symbiotic relationship with certain snacks, tantalising the palate to new heights. However, it could simply be the case that every great drink really needs a savoury companion to banter back and forth with.

Whatever your thinking is on the subject, you’ve come to the right place. What you’ll find over the coming pages is a smörgåsbord of suggestions of the best possible combos for drinks and crisps; the key aspects to look for in a pairing and creating the perfect harmony between flavour groups. Not only that, but we’ll also take a cursory look at the history of the humble crisp and its hallowed position in society today: from cultural staple to gourmet essential. There’s a chapter considering the current wave of fond nostalgia for some of our favourite brands from the past, as well as the ultimate dilemma: When is a Crisp Not a Crisp? Speaking of which, I’ve slipped in a few definite non-crisp interlopers, as I think the flow of the book is all the better for them.

On the drinks side of things, everything from beer, cocktails and mocktails, soft drinks to wine are covered and given a savoury partner in crime, with my thoughts on why they make perfect sense on the palate. You may be surprised by a few of them, or even mildly outraged by others, but that’s really the point of the book: to inspire you to get matchmaking and discover your very own mouthfuls of heaven.

So, pour yourself something delicious and commence the customary rummage in that overstuffed snack cupboard – look, I know you have one, but there’s no need to feel ashamed about it any more – this is all in the name of research!

Cheerio,

Neil x @Ridleydrinks
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PART I

A POTTED (and Sliced) HISTORY OF THE CRISP

[image: An illustration of several sliced potatoes arranged in a stack.]

It’s fair to say the humble crisp is anything other than humble.

In fact, it’s at the epicentre of a flamin’ hot, sizzling global infatuation – and some may say obsession – bigger than anything else in the canon of savoury snacks. In Britain especially, crisps represent such a significant part of the landscape of cuisine and food culture that it’s hard to imagine life without them. But like all great ideas, they had to start somewhere, and some would say that was almost by happy accident.


Rather like the key ingredient – the potato – this story has well-established roots, and the origin of the potato crisp, or ‘chip’, travel deep into North American folklore. In particular, the kitchen of Moon’s Lake House in Saratoga Springs, an upmarket town in New York State, famed for its horse racing.



According to legend, in 1853 a wealthy steamship owner and socialite, Cornelius Vanderbilt, was patiently waiting for his evening meal, cooked by chef George Crum. The potatoes which arrived didn’t impress the diner, who promptly sent them back for being too thick. What returned was a presumed act of revenge: Crum was said to have sliced them to an extreme thinness before baking them hard in oil. This defiance not only surprised and delighted their recipient but began a legend, and soon Moon’s Lake House was famous across the country for serving its hallowed ‘Saratoga Kettle Chips’.

While there’s little provenance to back up the tale in its entirety, let’s not let the truth get in the way of a good story. It is also, contrastingly, suggested that they were, in fact, invented by a different cook at Moon’s Lake House, named Eliza, some four years earlier, and, completely conversely, by a British chef called William Kitchiner, in a recipe dating back to 1817. Whichever way you slice it, however, there’s no denying that the touchpaper had been well and truly lit in the new world of savoury snacks.

Fast forward to 1910, and chips are big business in the USA, with Mikesell’s of Ohio commercialising the cooking process and the likes of Lay’s hitting the market in 1938 in the boot of creator Herman Lay’s car. In London, a taste for the unmistakable crunch was also well under way, with Smith’s launching the now iconic Salt ’n’ Shake brand in the early 1920s, complete with its legendary paper slip of salt for consumers to season the crisps to their liking. By 1956, hungry Brits were munching their way through 10 million bags of them a week.

Other brands such as Dublin’s Tayto, Edinburgh’s Golden Wonder, Sunderland’s Tudor, and Leicester’s mighty Walkers – celebrating its seventy-seventh birthday in 2024 – were beginning to get in on the act, and fierce competition for new flavours began to grow, with cheese and onion fast becoming the nation’s favourite, swiftly followed by salt and vinegar. Next came kitsch homages to the prawn cocktail and the roast chicken.

In tandem, by the late 1960s and early seventies, new types of crisps were being produced using corn starch, which puffed up when baked, first pioneered by Charles Elmer Doolin, the American-based inventor who created Cheetos in 1948. The likes of Quavers, Wotsits, Skips, Frazzles and Monster Munch (amusingly, originally called ‘Prime Monster’ in 1977) began to pioneer innovative, iconic shapes and more extreme flavour combinations, giving consumers a much greater choice and enjoyment factor.

Alongside these childhood staples, more independent, more upmarket brands started to grow, raising the gourmet angle to new heights, which not only focused on luxury flavours but the potato varieties themselves. In 1978, Kettle Chips was founded, later pushing the boundaries even further by launching competitions to find new weird-but-wonderful flavours, including Jalapeño Pepper and Spicy Thai. In 2002, the Tyrrells empire began, and the likes of Sea Salt & Black Pepper and Sea Salt & Cider Vinegar varieties helped enliven the palates of a more gourmet-led crisp connoisseur.


By this point, crisps had virtually entered a new higher form of appreciation in the snack world. Walkers helped to seal the crisp’s future gourmet-led legacy by launching Sensations in 2002, with enticing flavours such as Balsamic Vinegar & Caramelised Onion and Thai Sweet Chilli still sitting at the top of the pile today.



And speaking of piles… I couldn’t miss out everyone’s favourite stackable snackable, the Pringle. First launched into the USA in 1968 (surprisingly, it would take a further two-and-a-half decades to reach the UK…), these tubes of joy not only represent how far the market has come, but arguably its future too. Astonishingly, you can buy a tube of Pringles in over 140 countries, with more than a hundred different flavour variants available. Serious food for thought there.

So, while the actual crisp may not be so humble any more, what is humbling is just how far it has come in a little over 120 years. I’ll leave the final factoid to the creators of the rather marvellous Museum of Crisps (museumofcrisps.com) who have painstakingly catalogued no fewer than 1,344 separate flavours of crisps. Crikey. Just imagine the size of snack cupboard needed there…

Foie Gras, anyone? How about Evil Eye? Still no takers? OK, surely Cajun Squirrel, then?


TRUE OR FALSE?



	The Guinness World Record for the biggest collection of individual Pringles tubes is apparently 263. They clearly haven’t seen my recycling bin after Christmas, then.

	Walkers use 300,000 tons of British potatoes each year, the equivalent of 43,000 fully grown male African elephants.

	It’s been recorded that UK consumers munch their way through a ton of crisps every three minutes, enough to fill a phone box every forty-three seconds and an Olympic-sized pool every fourteen hours.

	The inventor of the Pringles tube, Fredric J. Baur, died in 2008 and, as per his request, had his cremated ashes laid to rest in none other than… a Pringles tube. But which flavour, I wonder…





Find answers.
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