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We’d done a lot of work on this cherry Genoa cake, and when you make it you 
make it in a big slab, because to make it smaller affects the quality of it.  It’s a 
much better cake if you can make a big one.  And in order to sell it, we had to 
cut it into manageable pieces to sell to the customer because you might well 
make a twelve pound cake and you’d want to cut it into twelve one pound 
pieces.  And this was done in the stores. So, we equipped the girls with cutting 
boards and knives – a whole new hygiene problem, new hygiene standards had 
to be evolved with all this - and they cut the cake.  We then had to wrap the 
cake and for this we used straightforward transparent cellulose film which we 
could heat seal on a rudimentary hand sealer and off it would go to the stores. 
So, what we did was to build in to the sheets of film a coloured strip, and the 
colour represented the day on which the girl cut and wrapped the cake, and 
then the store would know when the cake was cut and wrapped and hence they 
received it, ‘cause they always received it on the same day as it was cut and 
wrapped, and how long they’d got to sell it.  And that was really the starting 
point for real control.  And the magic word was ‘Progby’. Purple, red, orange, 
green, blue, yellow.  Six days of the week.  And if you wrapped it on a Monday, 
you had film with a purple streak in it, and so it went on.  And that was the first 
real attempt, certainly for us, to label a perishable food with the date of packing. 
 
But there was no indication on that that would tell the customers to eat within 
a week or two days or…? 
 
No, there wasn’t initially, but customers started asking questions and so we told 
them. And we issued a little ticket which was put on the display explaining what 
the coloured strip was. But in order to do that we had to explain to the 
customer that we believed that the cake was still fresh enough to sell for at least 
three days after it had been cut. I think it was three days. So if you bought a 
purple one on Wednesday it was still within the life. Because you really need to 
come clean with customers - they spot these things and they ask questions and 
you should answer them. This consumer activity didn’t really start to appear 
until the middle to late 50s, early 60s. I think we sometimes told the customers, 
as for instance in the case of the wretched Cherry Genoa cake – ‘now made 
with butter,’ as a sales plus as much as anything. And later on we used phrases 
like ‘Fresh Each Day’ and that sort of thing. So in my experience in Marks and 
Spencer I would say we started to tell the customers more about what they 
were getting than they started to ask us. I mean it changed ultimately and they 
started asking questions as well but I think we triggered it off first of all because 
you know, we had a trumpet to blow and we jolly well blew it. But I mean that 
was the beginning, as I say, of this freshness story and this dating business that’s 
now so terribly important. 
 

 1  


