
ice cream sundae history

ice cream sundae history traces the origins and evolution of one of America’s most
beloved desserts. This iconic treat, featuring ice cream topped with syrup, nuts, whipped
cream, and a cherry, has a rich background that dates back to the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. Understanding the ice cream sundae history involves exploring its invention,
the various claims to its origin, and how it became a staple in American culture. The
dessert also reflects broader social and economic changes, including the rise of soda
fountains and the temperance movement. This article delves into the key milestones in ice
cream sundae history, notable variations, and its enduring popularity in the United States
and beyond. The following sections provide a comprehensive overview of the ice cream
sundae’s beginnings, the controversies surrounding its creation, and its development over
time.

Origins of the Ice Cream Sundae

Claims to the Creation of the Sundae

Evolution and Popularization

Variations of the Ice Cream Sundae

Impact on American Culture

Origins of the Ice Cream Sundae
The ice cream sundae history begins in the late 1800s, a time when soda fountains were
gaining popularity across the United States. Originally, soda fountains served carbonated
beverages mixed with flavored syrups, and ice cream sodas were a common treat. The
creation of the sundae came about as a variation of these ice cream sodas, but without the
carbonated water. The basic idea was to pour flavored syrup over a scoop of ice cream,
which resulted in a richer dessert. This simple innovation would lay the groundwork for
the ice cream sundae as it is known today.

The Soda Fountain Era
Soda fountains were social hubs in American towns, serving carbonated drinks and ice
cream-based concoctions. These establishments played a crucial role in the development
of the ice cream sundae. As temperance movements gained momentum, some soda
fountain operators began to remove the soda water from the ice cream soda to comply
with new regulations or social pressures, leading to the creation of syrup-topped ice cream
dishes that were called “sundaes.”



Early Recipes and Ingredients
The earliest documented recipes for ice cream sundaes typically included vanilla ice cream
topped with a single type of flavored syrup, such as cherry, strawberry, or chocolate. Over
time, additional toppings like nuts, whipped cream, and cherries were added, enhancing
the dessert’s appeal. The simplicity of the base ingredients allowed for endless creativity
and customization, which contributed to the sundae’s growing popularity.

Claims to the Creation of the Sundae
The ice cream sundae history is marked by multiple cities claiming to be the birthplace of
the sundae, resulting in a fascinating debate about its true origin. Several American towns
have asserted that their local soda fountain operators invented the sundae, each with
slightly different origin stories and dates. These claims often coincide with the late 19th
and early 20th centuries, reflecting the dessert’s emergence during that period.

Two Leading Contenders
Among the many claims, two cities stand out prominently: Two Rivers, Wisconsin, and
Ithaca, New York. Both cities offer compelling narratives supported by historical
documents and anecdotal evidence.

Two Rivers, Wisconsin: This city claims that in 1881, a customer requested soda
fountain owner Edward C. Berners to serve ice cream topped with cherry syrup
without the soda water, creating the first sundae. The dessert was initially sold only
on Sundays, hence the name “sundae.”

Ithaca, New York: Ithaca’s claim dates to 1892 when a local pharmacist named
Chester Platt supposedly served an ice cream dish topped with cherry syrup and a
candied cherry to a customer on a Sunday. The story suggests the dessert was
named “Sunday” after the day it was served, later changing to “sundae” to avoid
religious connotations.

Other Notable Claims
In addition to Two Rivers and Ithaca, other towns such as Evanston, Illinois, and Chicago
have also laid claim to the invention of the ice cream sundae. Each location presents
variations of the story involving soda fountain operators or pharmacists who created
similar desserts. While no definitive evidence universally credits a single origin, these
stories collectively highlight the cultural significance and widespread appeal of the sundae
during its formative years.



Evolution and Popularization
Following its invention, the ice cream sundae rapidly evolved from a local novelty to a
nationwide favorite. The sundae’s adaptability and deliciousness helped it become a
standard offering in ice cream parlors, soda fountains, and later, fast-food restaurants.

From Soda Fountains to Ice Cream Parlors
As soda fountains declined in popularity in the mid-20th century, ice cream parlors and
diners embraced the sundae, expanding its varieties and presentation styles. The addition
of whipped cream, nuts, and maraschino cherries became standard, creating the classic
image of the sundae that endures today.

Commercialization and Mass Production
The ice cream sundae history also includes its commercialization in the 20th century. Ice
cream manufacturers and syrup producers began marketing products specifically
designed for sundaes, making it easier for consumers to recreate the dessert at home. The
rise of fast-food chains further popularized the sundae by offering affordable and
consistent versions on their menus.

Variations of the Ice Cream Sundae
The ice cream sundae history is rich with variations that showcase regional tastes,
ingredient availability, and culinary creativity. These variations contribute to the sundae’s
enduring appeal by offering diverse options to suit different preferences.

Classic Sundae Toppings
The traditional ice cream sundae typically includes several key components:

Vanilla ice cream (occasionally other flavors)

Chocolate, strawberry, or caramel syrup

Whipped cream

Chopped nuts

Maraschino cherry on top



Regional and Modern Twists
Various regions across the United States have developed their own unique versions of the
sundae, incorporating local ingredients and cultural influences. Some popular variations
include:

Hot Fudge Sundae: Featuring warm chocolate fudge sauce over vanilla ice cream.

Banana Split: A sundae variant that includes a split banana, multiple ice cream
scoops, and various syrups.

Brownie Sundae: Ice cream served atop a warm brownie with chocolate sauce and
nuts.

Fruit Toppings: Seasonal fruits like strawberries, blueberries, or pineapple
replacing traditional syrups.

Impact on American Culture
The ice cream sundae history reflects not only culinary innovation but also social and
cultural trends in America. Its development parallels important historical movements and
consumer habits, making the sundae a symbol of American leisure and indulgence.

Role in Social Gatherings
Throughout the 20th century, the sundae became a popular treat at social events, family
outings, and celebrations. Soda fountains and ice cream parlors served as community
gathering spots where people enjoyed sundaes as part of their social life.

Representation in Media and Advertising
The ice cream sundae has been a frequent subject of advertising campaigns, films, and
literature, reinforcing its status as an American dessert icon. Marketing often highlights
the indulgent and customizable nature of the sundae, appealing to a wide audience.

Influence on Dessert Industry
The success of the ice cream sundae influenced the broader dessert industry by inspiring
new products and innovations. Ice cream manufacturers, confectioners, and food service
providers have continually adapted sundae recipes to meet changing tastes and dietary
trends.



Frequently Asked Questions

When and where was the ice cream sundae first
created?
The ice cream sundae is believed to have been first created in the late 19th century in the
United States, with several towns such as Two Rivers, Wisconsin, and Ithaca, New York,
claiming to be the birthplace around the 1890s.

Why is it called a 'sundae'?
The name 'sundae' is thought to have originated as a way to market the dessert on
Sundays when laws restricted the sale of soda fountains' ice cream sodas. The spelling
was changed to 'sundae' to avoid religious connotations associated with 'Sunday.'

What was the original ice cream sundae like?
The original ice cream sundae typically consisted of a scoop of vanilla ice cream topped
with flavored syrup, such as cherry or strawberry syrup, and sometimes a cherry on top,
without the whipped cream or nuts common today.

How did the ice cream sundae evolve over time?
Over time, the ice cream sundae evolved to include various toppings such as whipped
cream, nuts, chocolate syrup, caramel, and fruits, making it a more elaborate and
customizable dessert.

Which toppings are traditionally associated with an ice
cream sundae?
Traditional ice cream sundae toppings include chocolate or strawberry syrup, whipped
cream, maraschino cherries, and chopped nuts like peanuts or walnuts.

How did regional variations influence the ice cream
sundae?
Regional variations led to different styles and toppings for ice cream sundaes, such as the
hot fudge sundae popular in some areas, or adding local ingredients and syrups that
reflected local tastes and produce.

What cultural impact has the ice cream sundae had?
The ice cream sundae has become an iconic American dessert, symbolizing nostalgia and
indulgence, and has influenced dessert culture worldwide, inspiring various ice cream-
based treats and celebrations like National Ice Cream Sundae Day.



Additional Resources
1. The Sweet Scoop: A History of the Ice Cream Sundae
This book delves into the origins of the ice cream sundae, tracing its roots back to the late
19th century. It explores the social and cultural factors that contributed to the dessert's
rise in popularity in America. Filled with vintage photos and original recipes, it offers a
nostalgic look at this iconic treat.

2. Sundae Funday: The Evolution of an American Classic
A comprehensive guide to how the ice cream sundae evolved from simple ice cream to the
elaborate creations we see today. The author examines regional variations, key inventors,
and the role of soda fountains in popularizing the sundae. This book also highlights the
sundae's place in American pop culture.

3. Cherries on Top: The Story of the Ice Cream Sundae
Focusing on the cultural significance of the sundae, this book discusses how the dessert
became a symbol of indulgence and celebration. It includes anecdotes about famous
sundae shops and the people who made them famous. Readers will appreciate the detailed
exploration of sundae toppings and presentation trends.

4. From Soda Fountains to Sundaes: The Birth of a Dessert Icon
This book chronicles the transformation of soda fountains into hubs where the ice cream
sundae flourished. It provides historical context about the Prohibition era and how it
influenced the sundae's creation. The narrative is enriched with period advertisements
and testimonies from early soda fountain owners.

5. The Ice Cream Sundae: A Delicious American Invention
Tracing the sundae’s journey from a simple scoop of ice cream to a multi-layered dessert,
this book highlights key moments in its development. It discusses legal battles over the
sundae’s origin and the various towns claiming to be its birthplace. The book also features
interviews with contemporary ice cream artisans.

6. Sundaes in the Sun: Ice Cream and American Culture
Examining the sundae’s role beyond just a dessert, this book explores its influence on
American social life and summer traditions. It includes stories of ice cream socials, fairs,
and family gatherings centered around sundaes. The author also reflects on how modern
trends are reshaping the sundae experience.

7. The Art of the Sundae: Crafting History One Scoop at a Time
This beautifully illustrated book celebrates the artistry behind creating the perfect ice
cream sundae. It covers historical recipes and modern interpretations, showing how
presentation and flavor combinations have evolved. The book also provides tips for readers
to make their own classic and contemporary sundaes.

8. Sundae Origins: Myths, Legends, and Facts
Investigating the various stories surrounding the creation of the ice cream sundae, this
book separates fact from fiction. It analyzes the myths tied to different American towns
and presents evidence supporting or debunking each claim. An engaging read for those
interested in culinary history and legend.

9. Sundaes Through the Decades: A Timeline of Sweet Innovation



This book offers a decade-by-decade timeline highlighting innovations in sundae
ingredients, serving styles, and popularity. It showcases how economic and technological
changes influenced the sundae’s availability and variety. Readers will find a fascinating
look at how the sundae adapted to changing tastes over time.
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