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Christmas crackers

The Christmas cracker was invented in 1847 by Tom Smith, a baker of wedding
cakes from Clerkenwell, London.

On a trip to Paris in 1840 Smith discovered the “bon-bon,” a sugared almond
wrapped in a twist of paper. Back in London, his “new” sweets became quite popular.
When he noticed that young men were buying them for their sweethearts he began
to place love mottoes on small slips of paper inside the wrapping. In 1846, standing
at his fireplace, the crackle of a log gave him the flash of inspiration for the
cracker. After much experimentation (and burning hands and furniture), he got it
right. He pasted small strips of saltpeter to two strips of thin card. As the cards were
pulled away from each other, the friction created a crack and a spark. (The concept is
still used today.) By 1947, Tom Smith’s cracking sweets were the fashion. They were
first known as “Cosaques” after the cracking of the Cossack’s whips as they rode
through Paris during the Franco-Prussian wars. The name stuck for about another
decade before simply being known as Christmas crackers.
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The cracker concept was hot and others were quick to copy Smith’s idea. The outer
wrapper became the showcase in the fight for market share, with more varied and
colorful designs. They were also being sold 12, sometimes 6, in a matching box. It
forced Smith to head for the patent office to protect his design, and his company,
called the Tom Smith Crackers.

By the 1880s, Smith’s company produced more than a hundred cracker designs. By
1900, Smith sold more than 13 million crackers. They were being used not just at
Christmas, but at just about any festive occasion, including fairs and coronations.

In 1933, printed foil wrappers with individual designs were launched. The contents
became more complicated, some featuring glass pendants, brooches, bracelets and
other jewelery.
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