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Introduction

If you’ve picked up this book, the chances are that you’ll already be familiar with many aspects of sandwich culture. Call it the times we live in, but a myriad of factors within the past decade have pushed the humble sandwich to the status of lofty gourmet dish or bucket-list trophy, with every variation under the sun imaginable.

“Will it sandwich?” has become, for those old enough to remember, the new “Will it blend?”. The only prerequisite is that it involves two slices of bread and ideally an audience. Having exhausted the options in their city, food bloggers will regularly chase tenuous leads in the suburbs to find the next great thing, a shiny trophy to brandish to their followers and beat the competition to the punch. And many will think nothing of painstakingly embarking upon a multi-step, multi-day recipe for the sake of placing it between two slices of shokupan and livestreaming as they devour their creation within moments before their followers, mukbang-style – and then, hopefully, landing on a stranger’s FYP or Explore page.

Yes, internet culture has been a major propellant in creating widespread hysteria around what is essentially a food item that, in its best forms, has almost always been born of opportunism, adaptation, frugality – and necessity. A flagging economy and, earlier, a pandemic required food businesses and restaurants to create new dishes to stay alive, ideally ones that were delicious, economical, portable and, crucially, Instagrammable.

But that isn’t to say that many of these engagement-baiting creations have had much lasting power beyond the surge of dopamine that such virality temporarily bestows, and you will find very few of them in this book. As writers and editors, storytelling is at the heart of what we do, and while social media is littered with perfectly edited and visually spectacular creations – get that ASMR of a knife scraping a perfect cheese crust – much rarer is the creator or blogger who takes the time to delve into the story behind each sandwich.

Those stories and histories are, I hope, at the heart of Cult Sandwiches, condensed origin stories that tell the story of a place in time, or a neighbourhood, or the context that ushered the ndambé sandwich or a French dip into existence. A discussion about a sandwich’s contents and the experience of preparing, buying or consuming it will take you far – but a conversation about the people and the history of that sandwich can lead to infinite possibilities.

Those conversations about the people behind the food we love to eat are also the perfect gateway into a better understanding – not just of what we consume, but also of how a given dish came to be. It shouldn’t be a bombshell to anyone that so many great sandwiches were created by immigrants adapting the food and ingredients they brought from home (anything made by Eastern European Jews, like pastrami or salt beef; or the North African influence in the venerable merguez frites of Paris), but it should be a reminder that what is now considered emblematic or embedded in the identity of a city or people was once considered alien.

So, too, there should be an appreciation and acknowledgement that those under the rule of empires may have been introduced to bread or cheese but it was local innovation and resilience that led to creations beyond the wildest dreams of the average Western European colonizer. Think of the Indian vada pav or Bombay sandwich, not to mention the sandwich-adjacent bunny chow from Durban or, indeed, all-time greats like the Tunisian fricassé or Vietnamese bánh mì.

On the note of bunny chow, each list self-defines its own parameters as to what constitutes a “sandwich”. Where does an open-faced sandwich end and a flatbread begin? Is a Colombian arepa a sandwich and if so, what about Taiwanese gua bao? If most people accept lobster and clam rolls as sandwiches, why the resistance to hot dogs? And if a hamburger is one definition of a sandwich, why does it rarely show up on sandwich lists?

The truth is that the sheer commonality of the sandwich, along with the fact that everyone has some claim to being an expert, means that something as everyday and prosaic as this is hard to define – harder, certainly, than the definition of a fundamental force like gravity or the point at which your cardiologist starts prescribing you statins for all of the things you’ve consumed in the name of research. Most US states can’t even agree between themselves – California, for instance, considers both hot dogs and hamburgers to be sandwiches, while Massachusetts and Indiana can’t decide on whether a burrito is or not. New York has, however, risked the wrath of the masses by defining anything involving bread as a sandwich.

And while a list of 100 sandwiches outwardly feels comprehensive, the truth is that it would be easy enough to write in-depth about that many sandwiches found in any major city, and a century of sandwiches barely allows for scratching the surface – most of the territory in this book is well trod by real aficionados, and so what constitutes a “sandwich” has already broadly been defined.

Most of us know greatness when we bite into it; the gestalt of the perfect sandwich; skilful manipulation of starch and air and protein, textural synergy, layered harmonies and the perfect ratio of bread to filling.

Which leads me to the home stretch of my preamble. As someone who’s spent a large chunk of their adult life making a living by writing about food, I’m often asked: “What’s the best sandwich you’ve ever eaten?” And for all of the doorstop pastrami sandwiches and the bologna specials that light up the memory, or the things between bread which make me yearn for Vietnam or Italy or Spain, the one I crave the most is a simple chicken sandwich from my neighbourhood café. It’s got me through the pandemic, a thousand deadlines, and it’s been there for me through most of the past decade.

Which is to say, there is no “best” sandwich, save for the one you make at home with the best ingredients you can find, and there is no “best” sandwich shop, except for the ones in your city that take the time to do it right. In food as in life, there’s always the next thing that we’re endlessly gasping for. Except, sometimes, there doesn’t have to be – many wonderful things have always come from that point between necessity and opportunism. And the next thing you decide to put between bread might just be one of them.
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