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            prologue: to a crisp

         

         Some people remember holiday food. I remember holiday crisps.

         Before I explain why, and before I begin this tale, I admit there is no photo album to open at an explanatory time and place.

         There is no latitude, no longitude, no true beginning. I have always and I will always love crisps.

         As cashiers check banknotes, I hold each crisp up to the light and admire its soak of industrial, golden oil, wondering at its unrepeatable, fried imperfections. A raw potato slice, now creatively misshapen and curled. All the while, I anticipate the crunch.

         Most obsessions end. But this one replenishes itself. I will keep eating crisps, and yet they will never diminish. By the time I reach the bottom hem of a packet, crumbs and splinters are there, but they are not the end of anything. And no matter that I can never own a bag of crisps – only buy and eat them – I will have possession of another bag of crisps in my future. I am always preparing to eat more.

         Which is to say that I suppose, in a way, in their own small way, crisps are part of what I live for.

         Now, if, when reading this confession about crisps, you feel that we have something in common, this book will hopefully be a companion to you, as a dedicated crisp fan. Your reading will be a companion to me, too, in the moments when I feel alone on a craggy crisp island. But if learning that I live for crisps makes you 2think we are different, or makes you hope that we are different, the following pages may be curious.

         Regardless, it is hard to escape the strange connective force of crisps in British life. They punctuate workdays and complete meal deals and they bridge the hunger gap between afternoons and evenings. They go well with vices, surprise dull sandwiches and, in dire circumstances, they are just enough to sustain us. They’re well travelled, but vanish before the destination, crunched away between cities and towns and backwaters and bus stops. They slip unscathed in and out of different social classes, at once supremely ordinary, and underrated for their weirdness. Until I wrote this book, I had never tried to explain to myself how or why a 1970s dinner-party dish became my favourite crisp flavour. I was too busy enjoying my prawn cocktail reverie.

         But before I go too much further into these crisp matters, and hopefully unravel the mystery of prawn cocktail, let me start this tale again, on a campsite in Brittany, on an unnamed day of my childhood, inside a memory that has more brain fog around it than light.

         I start again here because I can see parts of it clearly. It is where something stuck. Where some clusters of neurons unexpectedly met French crisps. The beginning, perhaps, of a slight curling to something that had previously been flat. The Old English crisp, for curly,1 came from the Latin crispus, for curled. Here was a kink in the line of reason. 3
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         To reach Brittany we had set off in the night, driving the headlamps through the bends of the lanes, heading from Wales for the Channel crossing at dawn. The car, a small steel tin in the dark, had a deep silvery coldness to it, as if we were driving across the moon in our sleeping bags.

         Hours trundling west the next day through France brought out large leg rashes from the now-suffocating foam seats, sprawling red on our skin like new French birthmarks. But then at Camping Les Pins, our feet finally warm on the ground, came the old pine smell of French summer. The campsite was near the Iroise Sea below Crozon, and it belonged to an ‘almost island’, or ‘presque-isle’, where a sliver of land was just a few hundred thousand millennia from breaking off the mainland into the Atlantic. The French called it the presqu’île au bout du monde, but it felt like a safe and gentle place. A sweetness radiated from the salt winds through the branches. Something good was here.

         Rattling poles and faded canvas from the car boot became our bell tent, and a washing line between tree trunks dried our towels. We started spending our pocket-money francs liberally at the boulangerie, a tempting short walk from the campsite, and we sat and swam for a few sunburnt days at the beaches.

         Over this first intoxicating stretch as a temporarily Gallic eight-year-old, I began to hold a trust in Brittany’s foodstuffs that felt electric, a confidence that French superiority was guaranteed over almost every item we’d eaten before at home.

         The large crispy pancakes, the golden baguettes and the butter biscuits in our picnics, but also the nutty cheese in the pancakes, 4the salty butter on the bread, the big almonds studded into the biscuit fingers: all had unmasked the British equivalents as impostors in boxes, sad cardboard hollows, propping up a flimsy but evidently organised supermarket lie.

         About a week into the holiday, after another day shuttling between the boulangerie and the beach, my sisters and I were in the everlasting middle of a card game, our parents drinking in silence. (This was the 1980s.) The warmth was unevening in the pines around our tent, the light going out. Nonetheless, we expected this day to close like a triumphant sunset. Any minute now, we would be allowed to open the thing we had whined tenaciously for: a giant red mega-sack of chips de pommes de terre. We would get what we wanted. We would eat foreign crisps.

         And now, opening the ‘cheeps’ from the French supermarché, we had a chance to compare something we already knew well against this revelatory culinary standard. What superior way, we wanted to know, would the French have with the potato?

         The adults looked askance as we crammed splintering fistfuls into our faces for the answer. We were hungry and greedy, but curious too. The potato slices? Thinner, flatter, more translucent, held up to the fading Breton light. The cooking? Less oily. Salt? Maybe less of it than an average packet back home. And wasn’t the potato itself different, tasting more of elegant France than of dumpy Britain, somehow? It was less earthy, less like the memory of soil on potato skin hadn’t fully washed off. (The classically pale colour of French crisps wasn’t in my imagination – European crisp makers sometimes use destarched and blanched potato 5varieties, which do produce whiter slices.)

         In the campsite at dusk, an argument soon broke out. Who had eaten more than their fair share? This was harder to determine since the French didn’t approach crisps twenty-five grams at a time, in one-person packets. Instead they sold cash-and-carry-size sacks almost a kilo in weight, sorted into only two or three flavours – salt, paprika and sour cream and chive. Even a corner shop in Britain would stock a minimum of twenty varieties to avoid embarrassment. It was also never explained why the French didn’t sell crisps in smaller portions, but this just added to our endorsement.

         For a child, all these unanswered questions made ‘les chips’ essential investigative eating for the short evenings before we were packed into our tent to argue on by torchlight, waking up the next morning with our hands of cards paused under our camp pillows. My parents sipped on through their wine, holiday-deaf to our squabbles.

         A week after our first French crisps, we pulled up the tent pegs and headed, with more freckles and more fat, for the Cherbourg ferry. I felt buoyed by having discovered the secret existence of French food. But I returned home with a concurrent feeling: a loyalty to the comparative silliness of British crisps; an allegiance to a quality that demanded unthinking acceptance that potato snacks could imitate limitless flavours for fun, or wear their extruded shapes as humans do Halloween costumes, to produce a salt and vinegar flying saucer, for example, or a pickled onion monster foot. The reciprocity of this understanding was comforting. And perhaps, related to this feeling, I also returned home 6nursing a small perverse guilt for my abandonment of the harmless mediocrity of the British diet, too. By the end of the holiday the straightforwardness of French crisps had made me a little homesick – crispsick, even – for the imperfections of life on the other side of the Channel. Briefly, crisps had made me a patriot.

         Almost every country I’ve visited since has proffered some take on the potato crisp. Crisps are like a global currency that waxes and wanes in value as you tour the world, with Lay’s available almost everywhere,2 like a fried-potato dollar. It has become a cardinal act of tourism to buy a packet of crisps on arrival in a new place, and find my bearings (sometimes judgements) through the contents.

         Often, the better a country’s food culture, the less compensatory flair you’ll find in the crisp aisle. Italy, for example, has its huge dreamlike vocabulary of pasta shapes and sauces, but as a nation it speaks only a few dismissive words of crisp flavourings. France is beginning to catch up (I highly recommend Brets Jura cheese flavour) but the richness and balance of French food culture have traditionally worked around the urge for frenzied kaleidoscopes of crisps. (I remember when my French school exchange partner explained at her home in the Paris suburbs that she and indeed all French people did not eat between meals, an announcement that impressed and then disappointed me when it became clear she wasn’t lying.)

         Some countries strive for and achieve impressive mimicry of national dishes – Patatas Torres’ uncanny Spanish fried egg-flavoured crisps come to mind first in this category – but the accuracy can taste unpalatable, or feel like an advertisement of your 7strangerhood. Canada likes its poutine and lobster crisps, while the Belgians enjoy theirs pickle- and burger-flavoured. Mexico is so famous for its sizzling diet that its enthusiasm for crisps is not well publicised, yet they come salt-and-lime-flavoured, in fuego and flamas chilli heats, rolled up like mini tortilla cigars and generally made with creative snack abandon. Asia’s astounding food flair is more than matched in its system of crisps, in which seemingly no order is too tall: salted egg, fried crab, roasted fish – the flavours of anything beloved can be plucked there for a potato.

         This is the thing about crisps: they’re a conjuring spell – suspend disbelief to imagine this potato is actually a fried egg – but the point is not for the potato to taste exactly like the egg, or the crab, but rather to see how close it can get.

         There is no egg in Torres’ fried egg crisp, but it is celebrated for its egginess. Patatas Torres, a family-run crisper that began life in a factory outside Barcelona in 1969, told me that the egg flavour is derived from a ‘natural aroma’3 that mimics the real thing almost perfectly, and is widely talked about for doing so. Not long ago I attended a Thanksgiving party in Dublin at which the American host’s deliciously homemade pumpkin pie was upstaged in conversation by a bag of Torres fried egg crisps that had been brought by an Irish guest. (Ireland has a big heart for crisps, as I will explore later.)

         It’s almost as if the departure of the UK from the European Union has made European crisp makers more British in our absence. Patatas Torres says bolder flavours are doing good business in the traditionally crisp-conservative Spanish domestic 8market. ‘The target of our “flavoured” potato chips is broadening,’ they explained. ‘There has been a great development as far as the attitude of our consumers is concerned. They are more receptive towards the idea of trying flavours that can highly surprise them.’ Another premium crisper, the Belgian-owned but ‘made in Madrid’ branded Superbon, has begun to filter into British delis, smattering shelves with the likes of seaweed and yellow paprika flavours. On the streets of Madrid,4 it’s not uncommon to see crisps heaped like hotel cornflakes in the windows of shops that specialise in crisps, dried fruits and nuts. They are shovelled into bags fresh to order, usually plain or salted, and fried in olive oil.

         Flavour allows for contradictions as well as surprises – while writing this I just ate a packet of Asian BBQ pulled pork crisps from Marks & Spencer, which bears the footnote ‘suitable for vegetarians’ on the back of the packet. The potato has been flavoured to not just be a potato, but the pork flavour is also not pork. For the ultimate meta flavour, just open a tube of Pringles loaded baked potato: potato flavouring (plus bacon, cheese and chilli flavouring) piled on to a slice of extruded potato flour. Dehydrations of real flavours – a Cheddar cheese, for example – are meanwhile lauded for their authenticity, even if the amount used is minuscule.

         Crisps are the most pleasurable, multi-dimensional and seemingly harmless source of deceit. I even admit to enjoying the false promise I make to myself when opening a big packet and vowing not to eat it all in one go. It’s a lie: of course I won’t have the self-restraint, but the little crumb of its possibility tastes good. 9

         When I began to write this book, I also semi-promised myself: not too many crisps. The halving of resolve always sounds a warning: it is a bell tolling somewhere that the goal I’ve set myself is already out of time. The other day I found myself in the local deli, in search of new crisps. I picked up a bag of Torres pickle and onion, a flavour that satisfied the ‘Is this research?’ test because it’s imported from Spain and I had not seen it anywhere else. The man behind the counter said it was his favourite flavour, most likely to trigger his ‘lizard brain’ instinct, a signal to override the stop button. I nodded, sympathetically, as if I was yet to be struck by this weakness.

         But even as I crave them, I realise a pouch of potato chips is a kind of meanness, as much as a repeated abundance. A bag of crisps is half air, half product, and brevity is inbuilt, as if the little rectangle is all but designed to breed my want. Crisps are flavoured, but odourless, and have none of the cooking aroma that is a social part of eating,5 in which the guests at a table share anticipation through their nostrils. Sometimes when I look at a bowl of crisps I think I can smell the oil and salt, but it is my habit that has grafted aromatic perception onto a visual. Multipack bags of crisps are only five grams heavier than the reduced chocolate rations handed to surveilled citizens in George Orwell’s nightmare,6 Nineteen Eighty-Four. Is twenty-five grams all our appetite is worth? Are crisps enough?
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         At home, growing up, crisps were a 5 p.m. feature. Around this time, our boxy white television was switched on with a frisk of 10electricity across the screen, reanimating the saga of the Melbourne suburbs. We crunched through packets of Walkers smoky bacon, still wearing our school uniforms, committed like sports fans to the outcome of Kylie Minogue and Jason Donovan’s love affair.

         In between classroom lessons and bedroom homework, a period of precious self-zombification was granted by this freeform crisp hour. The flavouring distribution of smoky bacon was particularly intense, making it like an ingenious sandpaper that could be grated across the tongue while also following the subplots in Australia. With the crisp suspended on my taste buds, the fake bacon almost started to fizz as it was absorbed, doing something unknown but welcome to the receptors in my brain.

         ‘Stop scronching,’ my oldest sister used to say from her prime TV spot, as I progressed through the packet.

         ‘I’m not,’ I replied, an honest answer that I believed spoke to the unfair acoustic judgements that pass between siblings on their eating habits. But in my own head, I relished the volume of the crunch: louder than my own thoughts, but at the same time not deafening, crisp-crunching was like the temporary absence of a burden. (Researchers since at least the 1980s have been establishing the link between auditory cues and perception of quality and crispness in potato chips.)7 Inasmuch as all addictions are postponements, my fixation on crisps was about a total replacement of one state with another. Its brevity didn’t matter. Through food, it was possible to feel differently.

         We repeated this routine – school, home, crisps, arguments – for much of our childhood. In our house that sat by a damp old 11railway bank, just beyond vegetable allotments, towards even damper farmhouses and forgotten cottages, the virulence of our crisp-based disputes at least gave us something to talk about. The memory of campsite crisps, and the sunshine of Breton life in general, receded into the slow progress of a child’s year – summer would take forever to come around again.

         In the arena of other people’s houses, where as guests our behavioural standards had to rise, the presence of soft, clean carpets underfoot immediately signalled that we were in a zone of politeness. Instead of verbal assaults, my sisters and I chided each other with angry looks over our favourite territorial skirmish, the crisp allocation.

         ‘You’ve had more than me,’ we scowled wordlessly at each other as the adults gossiped. What’s worse, our hosts often had much ‘nicer’ crisps, the posh kind you got from Marks & Spencer food halls, with convincing and interesting flavours, tastefully crinkle-cut and presented in wincingly small bowls. Restraint was agony.

         At the edge of nowhere there was plenty of time for unseen greed. We had three television channels in English and one in Welsh (Channel 4 required a satellite dish), scant social life and a telephone with a sticker on the receiver that asked, in my father’s handwriting: ‘Who is paying for this phone call?’

         On my bicycle rides down the lane, the hedgerows of hazel, bindweed, blackberry, dogwood, nettles and orchard grass grew high enough in summer to hide the rest of the world. Sometimes I would stop to talk to the farmer, Ike, who lived in the farmhouse a few fields along the lane. He cycled between sheep fields 12perennially wearing a cloth hat, which he removed as a sign he expected a conversation. Ike had a long frizzy beard, and talked with ease about death and the Second World War. I suspected, listening to him with the bicycle chains ticking, that my childhood was caught somewhere that wasn’t the fullest present day. All the more I craved the products that were democratically modern – new and the same everywhere, available everywhere. Crisps included. Crisps especially.

         This, the 1980s, was the decade in which going back or forward in cultural time demanded watchful patience. Winding album cassettes and video tapes to precise starts and stops was its own art form, and the best TV movies were waited for like Sunday buses. The general present tense was dictated by where you lived – usually, if you did not live in a big city, you felt not years behind but years away, as if the future was simply happening without you. Phoning the speaking clock, in which national time was narrated minute by minute from a tape synched to the Royal Greenwich Observatory, was one of my favourite pastimes.

         Perhaps because of the enclosure this created, and the limited understanding of childhood, I had a conviction that crisps actually belonged to the 1980s – as if Scampi Fries and crispy bacon Frazzles were naturally the way we lived now, but also a shortcut to catch up with what we were missing. My misconceptions included total ignorance of the fact that crisps had been for sale since at least the 1920s, and that their popularity had since circumnavigated the globe from San Antonio, Texas all the way to Tokyo, Japan.

         The war my farmer neighbour Ike was preoccupied by in our 13chats had also spurred many crisp companies into being during the scrambling of peacetime recovery. In the UK alone, many hundreds of crisp companies had already been and gone by the 1940s – crisped briefly, and then went limp. Paiges Potato Crisp Limited, for example, wound up in 1930. Lennard’s Crisps Limited, dissolved 1932. Krunch Potato Crisps Limited, dissolved in 1948.8 Who remembers these long-lost attempts at crisp glory?

         Your own crisp references may be different – earlier, later – but with the same inevitable tangle of nostalgia. Colson Whitehead observed in his post-9/11 essay ‘The Colossus of New York’ that you become a New Yorker at the moment when the laundromat that used to stand on the street corner is more real than the coffee shop that stands there now.9 The physical vanishings themselves are impermanent, thanks to the powers of human memory. Every new person to arrive in the city has some different marker for what used to be where, Whitehead wrote, and this collective jumble of time and longing brings the city folds of criss-crossed character. Some of this translates to branded goods. My lost love – my weird, beloved Walkers Worcestershire sauce – might not be the same as yours (does anyone miss Walkers lamb and mint?), but we inhabit the same fondness for a crisp out of reach.

         A debate on this theme ricocheted through the letters pages of the Financial Times back in 1985. One J. R. Phelps first wrote to the editor to observe that potato crisps then were not what they were before the war, in the 1930s. Other correspondents pitched in to agree and disagree in a volley of letters until J. R. Cullip, marketing director of Walkers Crisps, wrote a definitive-sounding 14rebuttal to the original claim.10 The pre-war crisp, Cullip suggested, was ‘almost certainly rancid’, and damp salt and un-crisp staleness were in fact regular hazards of Phelps’s supposed halcyon crisp days – unlike, he noted, the Walkers crisp of his present day, 1985, which was ‘a Prince, nay a King, in comparison’: freshly made, airtight, consistent year-round and still inflation-beating good value, he added.

         What’s striking about this to me is how adamant Cullip was about the princely superiority of the then-contemporary Walkers. He writes as if he was not around to taste what Phelps had, but dismisses the product as ‘almost certainly rancid’. Almost certainly, there was some evidence to back up such swagger, but part of this book’s mission is to probe the extent to which we can judge or evaluate the differences and betterments between eras in which our absence is the firmest and most vivid truth. Indeed, in ex-Walkers chief executive Martin Glenn’s ‘video book’11 The Best Job in the World, he notes that see-through plastic crisp packets, which didn’t help the freshness of crisps, were only phased out by the company in favour of shiny foil upgrades in 1992. The addition of a nitrogen flush, he goes on, to prevent oxidisation, didn’t happen at Walkers until 1996. I think the ready salted crisps that I eat today are as good as the ones I ate as a child. But I am not entirely certain. And as for the pre-war crisp, I do not know.
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         In the need-more, never-enough domain of crisp eating, one packet would generally only serve to highlight a problem, rather 15than resolve my hunger. The grams of a Walkers packet could be eked out to last through some of Neighbours and into Home and Away, but then the silver foil stared back, and beyond this point, there were very good-bad rituals. Open up the packet and lick the salt and flavour crumbs. Attempt a gullet-catching instead, tipping your head back for the last cascade of tiny sharded pieces. Go in search of another hit, but be prepared for shame. ‘You’ll spoil your dinner,’ our parents used to say, their motto for almost any food consumed after breakfast.

         When school friends came over, hospitality of course involved crisps. But to truly impress a guest, there was also a high theatrical manoeuvre – the shrinking of the crisp packets. First (don’t try this at home, the formula of the bags has changed – maybe crisp companies realised what children were doing), we smoothed them flat like sacrificial sleeping bags on a baking tray. Then we placed them in a hot oven, and stood by watching while the packets bubbled and drew air into themselves until, magically, they shrank. What was particularly satisfying about this procedure was that the designs and colours and logos were unharmed by the heat – perhaps a little wonky overall, but what emerged was in essence a tiny facsimile packet. I loved the smell of furred hot plastic, too, with its satisfying whiff of danger averted.

         In fact, the flexible entertainment potential seemed to be the very point of crisps, once a stolid bag of potatoes, now a starting point for fun. Hula Hoops were almost a bespoke circumference for a child’s fingers, and I discovered the delight of wearing them on both hands as ceremonial crisp rings, then eating them one by 16one by cracking my teeth over the digits.

         A plain sandwich could be crispified with a crunchy layer of ready salted inserted and pressed down to crackle under the bread. Enough Wotsits turned your tongue a sick, brilliant orange. Chopsticks had a peculiar quality whereby you could create one giant (and revolting) bolus of chewed potato flour in your mouth, welding the sticks together. Pickled onion Monster Munch made the sides of your face wince with a thunderbolt of sourness. Old-fashioned Smith’s came with a pleasingly tiny blue packet of salt that you sprinkled and shook to taste, as if the chief executive had deferred this important decision to you, a minor. Each crisp had personality and precise cultural identity, which when assembled into a supermarket category added up to a soothing offer of variety, as if the length of the snack aisle was a sure distance in which to find your mood cured or reflected back to you, somewhere.

         If you’re unfamiliar with this territory in British life, you may already be starting to ask: is there something wrong with this person? In my defence, I can confidently say I am not the only one who displayed the crisp commitment. My memory is of lots of children revelling in crisps just as much as I did. Crisp jewellery was great, foreign crisps were interesting, crisp-packet shrinking felt inspired. The sheer variety of crisp eating – melting prawn cocktail Skips, brittle bacon Frazzles – combined with the sub-breeds of snacks that weren’t classical crisps, such as Scampi Fries and Pringles, made the pursuit an odyssey. Nobody under the age of twelve would argue against it. 17

         The crisp world continues to be a jungle. Under the canopy of potato products, there is a teeming mass of other sub-crisp species. Pork puffs. Chickpea curls. Lentil chips. Popped cheesies. Crunchy corn. Kosher wheat twists. Seaweed wafers. They all belong together, as part of the wider snack ecosystem.

         Except in the view of His Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, which greets different classes of product with a spectrum of more or less appealing taxes. Remember the semantic confusion that exploded when Procter & Gamble, owner of the Pringles brand, successfully pleaded to the British High Court that Pringles were not in fact potato chips, and thereby exempt from VAT, but subsequently lost the case in 2009 at the Court of Appeal? The court ruled that Pringles satisfied two tests:12 they were similar to potato crisps, and they were made from the potato (at least 40 per cent of their ingredients were, at least). It comes back to the tax distinction between food for subsistence and food for luxury, a point that separates the zero-rated from the VAT-ed, but also a distinction that is pertinent to this book more broadly. Whether or not crisps are basic, or brilliant, or luxurious, is a question I will address throughout.

         All this preceded the tidal wave of nutritional education that swept crisp culture away from ‘child’s paradise’ towards a bleaker landscape of ‘consume in moderation’. The shelves of the local Spar used to pad out row upon row with individual crisp packets, plumped up neatly like fluorescent artillery. There were no warnings, no glaring calorie counts, no traffic lights for fat and heart attacks. Though it was clear that crisps weren’t the finest foodstuffs and no health match for a blameless apple or banana, 18we didn’t live with the pill of national knowledge, disseminated through doctors’ surgeries and television adverts. To a 1980s child, public health was about as relevant as a bank building.

         Crucially, crisp companies made the most of this moment by devising all their products as if they were children themselves. They understood, earlier than most industries, the capital potential of a child’s sometimes strange desire for escape. It wasn’t just about coming up with a good flavour; it was also about satisfying a child’s natural and brutal intelligence by doing something unimpeachably and recognisably clever. Good crisps were the acme of humour, imagination and fun; food technology was only one part of the puzzle.

         Something about this approach was peculiarly British. As we found in the supermarkets of Brittany, French food manufacturers weren’t that bothered about signing up children to a crisp religion that would separate them from their pocket money. They were too busy feeding them ‘real’ food, not needing the crutch of powdered flavour. British food manufacturers were in on a different game, one that proved hugely lucrative, and drew a path towards a new British diet fed by fun, but dangerously carefree (perhaps careless) about health. For me, this has lasted a lifetime. On the special occasions when my childhood home filled with people for holiday-slideshow dinners, the role the children played happily was to circle the room as crisp waiting staff, pacing from person to person with a bowl as the Kodak pictures clicked onto the projector. At parties now the sight of crisp bowls beckons to me, through habit, like the face of a person I know. Good crisp routines have meanwhile been repeated 19into entitlements: crisps as the ritual before family dinners and nights out, crisps as the small cheer of train rides, and crisps as the small consolation of countless hurried lunch breaks.

         When I first joined the Financial Times in a junior pool of night-shift sub-editors, a misfitting newspaper world began to colour itself in. I discovered the evening canteen served some glorious steamed puddings, but also superbly eccentric salads. You could withdraw cash, exchange coins and buy stamps from machines on the top floor, like a cross between a post office and a casino. By way of befriendment amid the confusion, my desk neighbour Dennis offered me cigars at our 10 p.m. dinner breaks. Nothing made perfect sense to me, except for the sound of the managing editor – an old-fashioned and brilliant newspaper man – banging furious fists on the vending machine when he found it empty of salt and vinegar just before his planned nightly escape to the smoking room.

         I am not the only person to have a thing with crisps. The how and why of this is traceable not just through my own or a British national character but also along the lines of industry, agriculture and the twentieth century’s gift for brands and marketing. At one point in my twenties I even created a Facebook group called ‘Crisps Anonymous’, to explore the compulsive ability to eat crisps by our body weight. (People joined, but a few others laughed, and eventually I archived it in shame.)

         Are Brits the leaders globally when it comes to consuming snacks? Far from it. By one measure at least, the global crown of snacking belongs to Japan,13 where in 2022 per-capita volume sales amounted to thirty-four kilos, way ahead of the UK at just over five and a half 20kilos in the same year. (Snacks in this data set included cookies and crackers, potato chips, tortilla chips, flips and pretzels.) In the $98 billion market for potato chips alone,14 the greatest revenue share is generated in the US, where sales were forecast to reach $33 billion in 2024. The point of difference is that the UK regards crisps almost as a national dish, a proprietary part of Britishness, as if the blue and green packets of cheese and onion and salt and vinegar meant as much patriotically as the red breast of a postbox.

         The salty siren works at all ages, across all demographics, Pom-Bears to Quavers and Kettle Chips. Not exactly a social leveller, but not an exclusive commodity, either. Picture a train carriage speeding between UK towns on a weekend and you’ll see them in the gallery of locomotive faces, the crisp eaters, entranced by the journey and a crisp packet, hands like soft claws drifting among crumbs, headphones on, going somewhere. A British bliss.

         For a dark week in November 2021, the depth of the affair was revealed when it was broken off. There was a brief but nationwide crisp shortage, prompted by a faulty IT upgrade at the Walkers factory in Leicestershire.15 The software problem stopped the factory from producing all but its classic flavours (ready salted, salt and vinegar, cheese and onion), creating in the process a national downturn in supply, as crisp eaters turned to other brands and effectively bought out the entire British inventory of crisps. The Walkers factory, among the world’s largest devoted to the manufacture of crisps, is ordinarily a peerless academy of potato-chip expertise: processing, flavour, logistics. The ‘crisis’ was picked up on in the news, and gently ridiculed. How embarrassing, but also 21how endearing, the headlines implied, for a nationwide anxiety to be provoked by something as trifling as crisps.

         Loving crisps is one of the most abundant things the British do economically – tens of millions of packets are sold every day.16 The wholesale margins are not lavish, at about 30 per cent, rising for big sharing bags, and so it follows that crisps can be relied upon to be wedged in all the places we might be tempted by them – any train station, supermarket, pub or corner shop will place them at eye level to catch our passing fancy. Generations of specialist crisp-potato farmers have been kept in business as a result, and the UK has emerged with the world-beating, aforementioned Walkers factory in Leicester.

         Yet between the curls of crisps, there are invisibilities. Crisps reward the least glamorous of the business traits above all: organisation, meticulous planning and engagement in ruthless competition. It is telling that only a handful of fully independent crispers exist in today’s UK market – Kent Crisps, in the garden of England, survives partly by staying small, with seven flavours and a modest £1.5m turnover (see page 200). It’s also a rare crisp company in the UK to be run by a woman as sole director.

         And of course, as soon as a nation has a cipher, it exposes itself to the revelation of its good, bad and most human sides. Crisps represent British humour, and a flair for invention. But on a number of occasions, they’ve been props in more serious drama.17 The ability to open and consume a packet of crisps is synonymous with the ability to control grip and fine motor skills, a banal gesture of ‘day-to-day activities’ that becomes volatile when debated 22in certain legal contexts. The annals of British case law are littered with mentions of crisp packets, like the aftermath of a particularly chaotic party. Per the records of court hearings, judges have heard how crisps were stolen, how they were left abandoned on pallets for months waiting for import paperwork to be filled, how tubs of them were smashed in anger as preludes to violence, how they provided solace for the infirm and vulnerable, how they were given as parenting bribes in custody disputes, and how they were remembered as part of the incidental fabric of days overshadowed by life-altering trauma.

         What follows in this book is an attempt to understand what I was oblivious to as a child – that crisps are a complicated novelty. And I am interested in the way crisps are an activated product – how they need crisp eaters to create the crunch, otherwise they would not be crisp at all: they would be unheard, uncrunched, stale and eventually soft inside unopened bags. Crisps need actors to come to life. What kind of theatre does that make us?

         This book’s path for answers is through national identities, science, social structures, business cultures and British life, as much as through a thread of my own memories and curiosity. I’ll try, somewhat, not to eat too many as I write (let’s assume Chapter 1 resets this vow to zero), and I’ll seek to correct assumptions that I have already made, since really not everything is as it seems in the world of sliced potatoes.

         Prepare a bowl of your choice for the social history of crisps. Prepare to crunch.
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