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INTRODUTION

ONCE UPON A TIME IN AMERICA …

… on one cold night, a boy called Frank Epperson made himself a drink and then forgot to drink it. It was 1905 and he was 11 years old, living in California, and too busy playing to remember to finish the drink he’d mixed himself. Back then, soft drinks were made simply by stirring a flavoured powder into water. Frank abandoned his half-drunk glass with the wooden stick still in it and left it on the porch, only remembering about it the next morning. When he picked it up he discovered that the drink had frozen solid. Somehow Frank managed to ease the ice out of the glass, using the stick as a handle, and that day he became the first person to ever lick an ice lolly.

Frank carried on making ice lollies for his friends, but more as a hobby or side line than as a job. It wasn’t until he served up a tray of these ice pops at a local fireman’s ball in 1922 and saw the sensation they caused that he thought there could be money to be made in these frozen treats.

He started off selling ice pops around his neighbourhood, calling them ‘Eppsicles’ – a portmanteau blending of his surname and the word icicle. His kids weren’t fans of this branding; they’d already come up with their own name: Pop’s ’Sicles. Deploying the kind of campaigning that only determined children can manage, they eventually persuaded him to change the name and Epperson set up America’s first popsicle stand at the Neptune Beach amusement park on San Francisco Bay in 1923.

It didn’t take long for the rest of the country to demand to know where their ice pops were, so Popsicle Corporation concessions opened in amusement parks and beaches across the USA. People loved them. One stand at Coney Island sold 8,000 Popsicles in just one day.

In June 1924, Frank applied for a patent for his Popsicle process. But, a few months later, and in need of money, he sold his patent to the Joe Lowe Corporation. If Popsicles had been popular when Epperson was making them, under Joe Lowe they were a national craze.

To keep these lollies affordable, Lowe came up with the two-handled Popsicle, a 5-cents ice pop that two kids could share.

But it wasn’t all smiles in the ice lolly world. Epperson may have patented his icy invention, but he hadn’t been the only one selling ices on a stick in the 1920s. In 1922 Harry Burt of Youngstown, Ohio, had patented the manufacturing process for chocolate-covered ice cream bars on a stick. He called them Good Humor bars and sold them from a fleet of ice-cream trucks. While in Texas in 1925, the M-B Ise Kream Company launched a range of fruit-flavoured Frozen Suckers on sticks. The advertising campaign called them ‘the greatest treat you ever tasted’ – and from the way they sold, it seems like the public agreed.

From 1924 to 1929, these three companies – and a few other ice-pop pedallers – tussled with each other through the courts, suing and countersuing over who had the legal right to make and sell ice pops. A wary truce was eventually called, with Good Humor retaining the right to sell ‘ice creams, ice custards, and the like’, while Popsicle held sway over ‘flavoured syrup, water ice, or sherbet frozen on a stick’. M-B Ise Kream’s suppliers, Citrus Products, became co-agents for Popsicle with the Joe Lowe Corporation, and for a while people could buy Popsicle-Frozen Suckers until the name was shortened again, back to Popsicle.

There were a few more legal skirmishes over the years – especially when Popsicle tested the water by launching a Milk Popsicle in 1932. These days peace is guaranteed, as Unilever owns both the Good Humor and Popsicle® brands, so there’s no infighting allowed. And there’s none needed either, when two billion Popsicles® are sold every year.

MEANWHILE, IN MEXICO

If you want to buy an ice lolly in Mexico, you go to La Michoacana. There are 15,000 of these pink-striped shops dotted across Mexico, each one brimming with jewel-bright paletas (the name translates as ‘trowel’ or ‘little shovel’). These shops are not quite a chain, more an informal network of franchises owned by families who have a direct or indirect connection to one place: Tocumbo, a rural town in Mexico’s Midwest. It’s the little town that gave Mexico its taste for ice pops.

In 1946 two men waved goodbye to Tocumbo and set off for the bright lights of Mexico City. They were Ignacio Alcázar and Agustín Andrade and they both had the same dream: to set up a paletería selling fresh paletas de agua (water ices) and paletas de leche (milk ices). But to achieve it, they needed a neighbourhood where people had the spare change to treat themselves to a paleta.

In Mexico City they both set up ice-pop shops and they both thrived. The handmade paletas, made fresh every day, drew in the crowds. Ignacio’s brother Luis joined him and they opened up more paletarías. It wasn’t long until their friends and families back home got to hear about their success, and so a few more Tocumbo townsfolk moved to Mexico City and set up their own paletarías using the La Michoacana name. More Mexicans from home followed them, and the trickle of people became a flood. When every neighbourhood in Mexico City had a La Michoacana or two, the paleteros (paleta sellers) expanded their businesses out of the city until every major town in Mexico had their own paletería, all with a historic tie to Tocumbo.

These days Tocumbo celebrates the success of its paleteros with a week-long festival. Held in December, the Feria de la Paleta features a parade, sports events, funfairs, music and, of course, plenty of paletas.

A LITTLE WHILE LATER IN BRITAIN …

Ice pops arrived in Britain in the 1950s, just as food rationing was coming to an end. The first ice lollies to launch were simple, fruit-based treats. There was the Orange Maid, an orange juice ‘drink on a stick’, and the Mivvi, a vanilla ice-cream block coated in strawberry ice. As the years passed and the staid fifties segued into the swinging sixties, lollies started to get interesting.

The two major ice-lolly companies, Wall’s and Lyons Maid, noticed the popularity of children’s TV and began to develop lollies targeted at kids with TV tie-ins. Zoom, a layered lemon, lime and strawberry lolly shaped like a rocket, was launched in 1963 as a tie-in to Gerry Anderson’s puppet show, Fireball XL5. Collect enough wrappers and you could send off for a model of the Fireball XL5 spaceship; while three Sea Jet lolly wrappers and a postal order for six shillings got you a model of Troy Tempest’s Stingray.

In 1967, imagining girls were feeling left out with all these rocket- and submarine-themed lollies, Lyons Maid launched the FAB. A strawberry ice topped with vanilla ice cream and dipped in chocolate and hundreds and thousands, it was advertised by Thunderbirds’ Lady Penelope.

Throughout the sixties and seventies, dozens of ice lollies linked with TV shows and movies were launched. There were the fruit-flavoured Mr Men lollies, Star Wars lollies, King Kong lollies and even Dalek Death Ray lollies (chocolate and mint).

Lyons Maid had dipped their toe in the more sophisticated end of the lolly market in 1963 with the Pick of the Pops, a coffee-and-Advocaat-flavoured ice pop dipped in chocolate and biscuit pieces. However, it seems it didn’t take off and alcohol, as an ingredient or flavouring, didn’t feature much again until the eighties, when a new drinks craze caught the attention of Britain’s ice-lolly manufacturers.

Cocktails had fallen out of fashion in the UK (too old-fashioned and boring) but a new wave of sticky sweet, neon-bright mixed drinks from the US had piqued people’s interest. All of a sudden cocktails were fun, fab and glamorous. A nightclub without a Woo Woo or Fuzzy Navel on its menu was no nightclub at all.

But not everywhere had a barman capable of shaking up a Singapore Sling. How to bring that big city buzz into everyone’s life? Enter Lyons Maid with their range of Cocktails on a Stick. Launched in 1984, they came in three flavours: Piña Colada, Tequila Sunrise and Brandy Alexander, and they promised a splash of rum, tequila or brandy, respectively, in every lolly. Britain’s freezers had never been more stylish.

The fashion for boozy ice lollies didn’t last, alas, so manufacturers began to focus on premium ice creams instead. In around 2008, gourmet ice-pop trucks and pushcarts began to appear in America, often opened by people who had tried paletas in Mexico and been knocked over by the freshness and quality of these handmade treats. By 2013 the carts and trucks had become stores and bars, and alcoholic ice pops had started appearing on their menus. The ‘poptail’ concept spread to the internet and it didn’t take long for ice-lolly fans in Britain to think, once again, about how much they liked a splash of booze in their frozen treats.

POPS launched the world’s first Champagne ice lolly in June 2014 with a glittering party in London. Company founders James Rae and Harry Clarke had come up with the idea while on holiday in Majorca, realising that there might be a market for something that was cooling but also a little boozy. Made with 37% Champagne, their push-up ice freezies were a sensation – especially on social media.

In 2015 the upper crust department store Fortnum & Mason launched their own range of Blanc de Blanc Champagne ice pops. It wasn’t long before mass-market retailers got in on the act, offering Buck’s Fizz, Cosmopolitan, gin and tonic and Bellini ice lollies to customers who were glad to find a fun way to cool down in the summer heatwave.

The concept caught on and boozy ice-lolly companies began to pop up around the world, tailoring the trend to local tastes. In South Africa, you will find ice pops made with blends of the country’s famous wines, while Australia’s booze-infused push-up pops mix classic cocktails with fresh fruits. American poptails have a whacking 10% ABV each, and in India the trendiest restobars serve boozy ice pops as part of their brunch menus.

Wherever you are in the world, you can be sure
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