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No trip to the seaside is complete without at least 
one delicious ice cream enjoyed at the beach.  

From simple vanilla to sea salt caramel, we 
celebrate two centuries of chilly history

THE 
COOLEST 

TREAT

O  che poco! O che poco! This 
was the cry of the Victorian 
ice cream vendor who was a 

familiar sight at seaside resorts around 
Britain. It wasn’t long until the Italian 
phrase meaning ‘oh, how cheap’ was 
anglicised as ‘hokey pokey’, and this 
became the name for inexpensive ice 
cream that was sold from Brighton to 
Blackpool, Southend to Skegness – as 
much a part of the seaside experience 
as candy floss and rock. 

How did this great seaside tradition 
start? For centuries British travellers 
had enthused about ices they sampled 
overseas. Visitors to the Levant had 
long recorded their love for Turkish 
sherbets, which were made by mixing 
shavings of snow with sugar syrup 
and fruit juices. However, it was some 
time until a technique was developed 
allowing for the production of the ice 
cream we know and love today. 

ENTER ICE CREAM
In the 16th century, Italian scholars 
realised that mixing salt with ice 
enabled it to become cold enough  
to freeze liquids. This led to 

experimentation with early forms of 
dairy-based ice cream, and popular 
flavours included jasmine, pine nut  
and candied pumpkin. This ice cream, 
however, was produced in hard 
blocks. In the mid 18th century, chefs 
realised that the use of a paddle would 
aerate the ice, producing the smooth, 
creamy style of ice cream that has 
remained so popular to this day. From 
this point onwards, it became possible 
to buy ice cream in towns and cities 
across Britain, although initially it was 
a confection enjoyed only by the 
wealthier classes.

From 1757 London’s most famous 
destination for ice cream aficionados 
was The Pot and Pineapple in 
well-heeled Berkeley Square. Here the 
Prince of Wales could often be found 
sampling the huge range of exotic 
flavours on offer, which included 
ginger, bergamot and even parmesan 
cheese. Ice cream continued to gain  
in popularity, and some enterprising 
individuals started to sell it on the 
working-class streets of London.

But like most novelties, not everyone 
approved. Henry Mayhew, a 

coast TRADITIONS

WORDS Anna Maria Barry PHOTOGRAPHS Courtesy of Morelli’s, 
Rossi, Parisella’s, Poco Gelato, Boho Gelato

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
 T

R
A

V
N

IK
O

V
S

T
U

D
IO

 C
Z

/S
H

U
T

T
E

R
S

TO
C

K



‘19th-century chronicler HENRY MAYHEW 
described PEOPLE AGHAST at the sensation 
of COLD ICE CREAM against their teeth’

19th century chronicler of life in 
London, described how people were 
aghast at the sensation of cold ice 
cream against their teeth, while one 
man reportedly exclaimed that it was 
snowing in his belly. An influx of Italian 
émigrés in the second half of the 19th 
century meant that sales steadily 
picked up, until the ice cream man 
became a common sight on London 
streets. ‘Hokey pokey’ was now a 
familiar cry.

SEASIDE ESSENTIAL
With the coming of the railways  
from the 1830s onwards and the 
introduction of bank holidays in 1871, 
seaside breaks became accessible to 
more than just the gentry and wealthy 
aristocrats who colonised towns such 
as Brighton and Scarborough in 
summer. Large-scale resorts sprung 
up across the country – Margate, 
Torquay, Weston-super-Mare – as 
more people than ever before flocked 
to the coast for day-trips and holidays. 
Businesses in seaside towns 

flourished, as they competed for the 
custom of these new holidaymakers. 
As well as hotels, theatres and 
restaurants, ice cream parlours found 
a new market of people willing to 
spend money on treats. 

Holidaymakers didn’t even have to 
go to the parlour, as ice cream was 
loaded onto delivery bicycles with 
large metal tubs attached. Ice cream 
during this period was served in 
‘penny licks’ – shallow glass bowls 
which were handed out to customers 
and then washed in a bucket of water 
afterwards. There was a public outcry 
in 1901 when these buckets were 
tested by scientists, who found them 
to be full of ‘an evil smelling, thickish 
and slimy liquid’. Penny licks were 
banned, and the ice cream industry 
ground to a halt. 

But not for long. The wafer cone 
was soon invented, offering an edible 
solution to this hygiene problem. The 
ice cream industry recovered, and 
parlours continued to spring up 
around the British coast. It was during 
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THIS PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM FAR 
LEFT Rossi’s, Southend; Lolanda 
Dimascio and Maria Fantauzzi, 
members of the Rossi dynasty, 
posing with a classic ice cream 
van in 1958; Rossi’s still enjoys 
a flourishing trade in Southend 
today; a selection of the ice 
creams at Rossi’s, all made with 
Massimiliano’s original recipe



this period that some of Britain’s 
oldest surviving ice cream companies 
were established.

Just one example is that founded by 
the Rossi family. In 1902 a 12-year-old 
boy called Massimiliano Rossi travelled 
to Scotland from his home in the Italian 
village of Vallerotonda. He initially 
worked at his uncle’s lemonade 
factory, but before long he had saved 
enough to open his own ice cream 
shop in Glasgow. The First World War 
was a difficult period for Massimiliano, 
as the production of ice cream was 
outlawed in order to preserve rations. 
After the war and a subsequent move 
to Yorkshire, Massimiliano decided to 
move his family to the seaside resort 
of Southend in Essex. He found ideal 
premises for an ice cream parlour on 
Marine Parade, opening this in 1932. 

STORMY TIMES
Like several other ice cream men, 
Rossi found the Second World War 
especially difficult. Many Italians were 
sent to internment camps, as their 
loyalties came under suspicion. 
Families were separated; businesses 
suffered. Massimiliano was ordered to 
move away from the British coast, so 
his business was run by his daughters. 
Rationing meant that milk for ice 

cream was hard to come by. On one 
occasion the family purchased some 
milk powder on the black market, only 
to discover they had been sold chalk 
powder instead. When the bombs fell 
on Southend during the Blitz, Rossi’s 
parlour was turned into a makeshift 
hospital, with operations conducted 
on the tables.

After the war, the Rossi family were 
reunited and their business went from 
strength to strength. By the 1960s 
they had built their own factory and 
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CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE LEFT A Parisella’s 
van outside Caernarfon Castle; Parisella’s 
staff in the 1960s; Parisella’s is still a Conwy 
favourite; Morelli’s staff in 1932; a Morelli’s van 
drags a giant cone in a parade in the 1960s
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ABOVE Boho Gelato in Brighton offers over 
24 flavours of handmade Italian-style ice 
cream and sorbets RIGHT A cone on the 
beach has long been a seaside staple

had a fleet of brand new ice cream 
vans. The business has continued to 
flourish. Although it is no longer owned 
by the Rossi family, its heritage has 
remained strong. The company still 
uses Massimiliano’s original recipe, 
and ice cream can still be purchased 
at the shop he opened on Marine 
Parade. Rossi’s ice cream is an Essex 
institution, with fans around the world. 
The company remains at the heart  
of the local community, going into 
schools to speak about the history  
of the business.

NEW TWISTS
Rossi’s is not the only coastal ice 
cream company which has endured. 
Morelli’s in Broadstairs has been open 
since 1932, and still makes fresh 
gelato every day using a recipe 
established by Giuseppe Morelli in 
1907. Parisella’s award-winning parlour 
in Conwy, North Wales, has also been 
in business since the 1940s, when it 
was opened by Domenico Parisella. 
Although you can enjoy traditional  
ice cream at these long-established 
parlours, there is also a whole new 
generation of funky ice cream shops 
springing up all around the coast. With 
the focus on sharp design, fresh 
ingredients and extraordinary flavours, 
these have quickly become popular 

5 of the best 
SEASIDE ICE 

CREAM PARLOURS

1 ROSSI’S, SOUTHEND
Enjoy Massimiliano Rossi’s 

traditional vanilla ice cream at 
the original parlour on Marine 
Parade. For something different, 
order Rossi’s playful ‘jet black’ 
vanilla ice cream. 1 Marine 
Parade, Southend-on-Sea, 
Essex, SS1 2EJ, and 12-14 
Western Esplanade, Southend-
on-Sea, Essex, SS1 1EE (01702 
465817; rossiicecream.com).

2MORELLI’S, BROADSTAIRS 
Morelli’s makes gelato fresh 

every day. Splash out on one of 
its elaborate sundaes – such as 
‘Pina Colada’. 14 Victoria Parade, 
Broadstairs, Kent, CT10 1QS 
(0203 6020540; morellisgelato.
com).

3PARISELLA’S, CONWY 
A stalwart of this harbour 

town, Parisella’s has won many 
awards for its artisanal ice 
cream. The amaretto and black 
cherry flavour is popular. 12 
High St, Conwy, North Wales, 
LL32 8DE (01492 592448; 
parisellasicecream.co.uk).

4 POCO GELATO,  
LEIGH-ON-SEA

Tantalise your taste buds with 
offbeat flavours at Poco Gelato 
– we recommend the fruity olive 
oil ice cream. 54-56 Elm Rd, 
Leigh-on-Sea, Essex, SS9 1SN 
(01702 470019; pocogelato.co.uk).

5 NARDINI’S, LARGS
Sample Scotland’s most 

famous ice cream at Nardini’s 
parlour in Largs, which has 
preserved its original Art Deco 
interiors and overlooks the Firth 
of Clyde. 2 Greenock Road, 
Largs, Scotland, KA30 8NF 
(01475 675000; nardinis.co.uk).

destinations for foodies and 
Instagrammers alike. 

One such is Poco Gelato in Leigh-
on-Sea. Run by brother and sister 
Lucy and Joe Donnelly (descendants 
of the Rossi ice cream family) this 
parlour specialises in organic, artisan 
ice creams. These are all made on the 
premises by Joe, who has concocted 
a range of unusual flavours including 
olive oil, popcorn and even Earl Grey. 
Poco’s ice creams have proved so 
popular that top London restaurants 
are serving its wares to discerning 
gourmands. Boho Gelato in Brighton 
is another modern ice cream business, 
serving an innovative selection of 
flavours, including a range of vegan ice 
creams. Our love affair with the chilly 
stuff continues to flourish. P

H
O

TO
G

R
A

P
H

 J
A

G
_C

Z
/S

H
U

T
T

E
R

S
TO

C
K


