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    Introduction
  


  
    Ever since the thirteenth century, groups of people have come together to form cooking clubs (also called supper clubs) for the purpose of trying new recipes, improving their cooking skills, and ultimately establishing lifelong friendships. Today, all across the country, all kinds of cooking clubs are being formed, including diet-support clubs, gourmet clubs, charity-based clubs, recipe-swapping clubs, adventurous eating clubs, neighborhood cooking clubs, all-male cooking clubs, all-female cooking clubs, couples cooking together clubs, singles-only clubs, and everything in between. In our fast-paced, eating-on-the-run culture, more and more people are interested in slowing down, gathering with friends, and cooking and eating together in a more intimate and social setting.
  


  
    
  


  Is a Cooking Club Right for Me?


  
    Are you so preoccupied with food that you have a budget just for cheese? Do you carry your own homemade spice blend around with you in your car? Are the only dreams that you remember those that involve food? Do you keep a handmade cozy over your barbecue tools when they are not in use? Did you get upset at your spouse on your birthday because he bought you earrings instead of the baking set that you asked for? If you answered yes to more than one of these questions, you are a bona fide food geek.
  


  
    Don’t take offense at the term! We place all people who live and breathe food in this category and consider them some of the coolest folks around. We’re food geeks, too, and we wear the title with pride. Still not convinced that you are a food geek? We bet that the only organized room in your house is the kitchen and that you are not sure that the other rooms in your house are actually necessary.
  


  
    Food geeks can’t stay closeted for long, though. They need to mingle and share their love of food with others. That is why starting a cooking club is such a great idea, and this book will help you get going. Being a part of such a group is a wonderful experience and a great way to satisfy that urge to get creative in the kitchen. By bringing together your friends or other people who share a common interest, you get the best of both worlds. You get to 
     eat a great meal while becoming a better chef in your own kitchen, and you get to socialize and bond with others like you: fellow food geeks—the people who eat to live and live to eat, and who always seem to find each other. In these pages we will give you the tools, tips, and information to get you started on your own cooking club adventure.
  


  
    You don’t have to be completely fanatical about cooking, either. We live in an age and a place where cooking from scratch is no longer very common. Cooking clubs are becoming more popular with people who want to get back to the basics and eat a beautifully prepared home-cooked meal among friends. Simply wanting to get some friends together to try out some new recipes you found in a magazine is great, too.
  


  
    Call it what you will—a cooking club, a supper club, or a gourmet group—these gatherings have been all the rage for years, especially since the rise of the Food Network, cooking magazines like Cooking Light, Gourmet, Bon Appétit, Saveur, and others, and culinary Web sites like Epicurious.com, Chowhound.com, and eGullet.org, to name a few.
  


  
    Now, we love eating at fine-dining restaurants as much as the next person, but this book is for those of you who want to do the actual cooking and entertaining. There is something special about entertaining in your own home, with the smell of mouth-watering foods wafting from the oven, fresh flowers and candles on the table, your favorite music playing on your stereo, and good friends to share it with. Cooking as a group in the kitchen, collaborating on a dish while debating who is the best chef on television, strengthens friendships and builds your cooking and entertaining expertise in a way that no restaurant outing can.
  


  
    
  


  Who We Are and How We Got Started


  
    Allow us first to introduce ourselves, and to let you know how our group came into being. We are two members of a Sacramento-area cooking club called The Kitchen Table Cooking Club. Our cooking club has been going strong since 2001, when Maria Everly founded it. Maria had been part of a cooking club that focused on healthy, light, and quick meals, and over time, she found herself more and more interested in the intricacies and science of food and cooking. She asked Michelle Lowrey to help her form a cooking club that focused on gourmet cooking, and gradually they began asking friends to join.
  


  
    Along the way, we all were invited by someone in the club who wanted to expand this group of women. We were fast becoming friends while developing our cooking skills. Some of us were new stay-at-home moms who had recently quit our jobs to be home with the kids, and we desperately wanted an outlet—any outlet. Others wanted something to do besides going home from the office and watching the latest episode of The Real Housewives of Orange County. Living in suburbia has its advantages, but we all craved an authentic social network of friends—away from the kids, away from the office, and away from the “real housewives” we saw on television.
  


  
    Our cooking club represents many different facets of what it means to be a woman living in the United States today. The group is composed of driven career women, working mothers, and stay-at-home moms. Some of us have children and some don’t, but we are all living out our own versions of the American dream—whether that is 2.3 kids, a mortgage, and a hamster, or marriage with no kids and catering to a very spoiled dog. One thing’s for sure, though: we’ve got class, we can be a little crass, and we serve it all up with an extra side of sass!
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    Our group of super-hip chicks consists of Carolyn Soriano, Lisa Frazzetta, Nicole Baker, Cindy LaCasse, Dina Guillen, Michelle Lowrey, and the aforementioned Maria Everly. We all have work responsibilities inside and outside the home and are doing the best we can to bring up our children (and husbands). And while some of us are more domestic than others, we all love to cook and entertain, and we can make a mean lemon-drop martini. Just don’t expect us to go all domestic and serve it up wearing a lacy apron, pearls, and high heels à la June Cleaver. Seriously, who’s got the time? We’re too busy scraping gum off the couch or scooping a Barbie shoe out of the fish tank with one hand while finalizing a marketing plan with the other.
  


  
    We all come from different backgrounds. Michelle used to work in the food industry, B.C. (before children); Nicole is a teacher; Lisa is the PTO treasurer 
     of her kids’ school; Carolyn owns a gymnastics center; and Cindy, aside from her full-time sales job, has a part-time catering business and used to work as a wine distributor. Maria is an automotive finance executive who was born in Mexico, and Dina is a marketing executive who was born in Saudi Arabia.
  


  
    Despite our diverse backgrounds and careers, we have a few things in common, the most obvious being that we all love to cook. Love it. You will never leave any of our houses hungry. We all joined our cooking club with a passion for cooking, but with the exception of Michelle, who had had a successful career as a pastry chef, we had not really spent much time refining our culinary skills.
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    Learning to cook is not always a smooth and easy road. We’ve all had our share of embarrassing “fallen soufflé” stories, “smoke billowing out of the oven” stories, and “it was the recipe, not me” stories. But we just don’t care. We love food; we love cooking; we love to laugh at the catastrophes; we love to drink before, during, and after we’ve laughed at the catastrophes; and we love getting together to share in the whole experience. Our Cooking club has sharpened our cooking expertise and fostered our love of learning the craft to the point where we can all say we are confident in our abilities. We can, and have, cooked an entire menu from The French Laundry Cookbook. We might not get hired by Thomas Keller any time soon (okay, ever), but we’re just saying—we can do it.
  


  
    Another thing we have in common is that we love to travel. We have all traveled extensively throughout our lives. Sometimes we plan our trips around culinary hot spots. Other times we pick our travel destinations, then research the local cuisine and restaurants before we leave. But it always comes down to the food. And when we get back, we can’t wait for our next cooking club gathering to talk about our trip and report back to everyone 
     about our culinary experiences and adventures, and, oh yeah, the sites. We mention this because we encourage you to allow your taste buds to venture beyond your comfort zone, and traveling forces you to do that. Even if it means simply traveling to your local Turkish restaurant, trying new cuisines is an important part of the learning process.
  


  
    We are just like most people in this country; we have the same day-to-day problems everyone else has. We’re not famous, we’re not fabulously wealthy, and we don’t show up for work in a limousine. Our kids fight, our husbands leave the toilet seats up from time to time, and our bosses still get on our nerves on occasion. But one thing is for sure: we all love to get together and bond over that perfectly baked loaf of bread and a nice merlot. Once a month we take time out of our hectic lives and indulge in some much-needed girl talk, which keeps us all sane—and it’s much cheaper than therapy.
  


  
    The food may be the bricks, but the people in this group have been the mortar. Gretchen Bernsdorff, co-author of our last cookbook, The Plank Grilling Cookbook, was a longtime cooking club member, but after she moved away in 2006, we have not been able to replace her. Every once in a while we invite guests to join us, but for the most part, we have formed such a tight bond that it is usually just the seven of us at each month’s gathering. We have arrived at a certain comfort level and are unwilling to change things up. We agree on the things that really matter; we know how far we can go with our recipes and skill levels; our cooking abilities have progressed at a similar pace; and we are familiar with each other’s food preferences and budgets. These are all important factors when you are in a club together, and they have helped lead us to our cohesive, comfortable, “it ain’t broke so let’s not mess with it” formula.
  


  
    
  


  Cooking Clubs-They’re Not Just for Women


  
    If you are of the guy persuasion, please do not give up and go away. Just because our group is of the estrogen variety doesn’t mean this book is not for you. Cooking clubs are sprouting up all over the country with real and wannabe chefs of every kind. There are groups of couples, groups of just men, women-only groups like ours, and everything and anything in between. In fact, throughout this book, we profile different groups from around the country and share with you what other folks are doing at their gatherings. 
     All you need is an interest in cooking and willing friends and you are good to go.
  


  
    We have learned so much from being in a cooking club. We have learned that to make the best french fries you need to fry them twice; that you should never boil stock or it will get cloudy; and to add enough sugar to your sorbet to make it creamy, not icy. We have learned how to entertain as our parents did when we were kids, how to make invitations Martha Stewart would be proud of, how to set a table for ten, and how to set up our kitchens for the easiest access to everything. It has been a wonderful ride, one that will be a part of us for the rest of our lives. Michel de Montaigne once said, “The art of dining well is no slight art, the pleasure not a slight pleasure.” We could not agree more, and we learned that firsthand by being a part of a cooking club.
  


  
    Best of all, we have learned how to be supportive and encouraging of each other. We have built friendships that will last the rest of our lives. Our husbands and children have built similar friendships as a result of our cooking club. The Kitchen Table Cooking Club is just one small group in a sea of food lovers everywhere, all of them doing tasty and creative things with food. When it comes to being in a cooking club, no one way is the “correct” way. Do what comes naturally to you and makes you and the rest of your group happy and motivated to keep coming. As long as there is laughter and good food, served with a smile and some willing participants, we approve.
  


  
    We hope this book encourages you to start your own cooking club and guides you in building a group that will have as profound an impact on you as it has on us. So, how about it? Are you ready to take the plunge and start your own cooking club? You won’t regret your decision, and you will be in for a fun ride. A culinary adventure awaits you!
  


  
    
  


  How to Use This Book


  
    Consider this an idea book. In the next few pages you will find some steps you should take when setting up a club to ensure that it starts off on the right foot and lasts for some time. Once you’ve got your group going, check out the twelve suggested dinner themes we’ve included here, complete with menus, recipes, tips for entertaining, and more. Finally, we’ve included profiles of a variety of cooking clubs from around the country. Perhaps these will inspire you to develop your own group.
  


  
    Please note that each menu has been tailored for a minimum of eight people, with eight courses including a mixed drink. Most of the courses, however, are for full servings. So feel free to convert these to tasting menus, serving only half the suggested amount, providing the club members with leftovers. We have a feeling there are people waiting for you back home, hoping you will return with some goodies from your dinner. If your cooking club has fewer than eight members, feel free to pick and choose the courses you would like to serve at your gathering. Also, almost all the recipes can easily be halved successfully. If you have more than eight members, you can team up on the dishes, especially the ones that require a separate sauce to complete the meal. Most importantly, have fun and do what works best for your group.
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    Finally, we hope our menus will also find a home outside your cooking club, perhaps in planning your next dinner party. One of the hardest jobs when throwing a dinner party can be choosing foods and courses that complement each other. We’ve taken care of that step for you, and we’ve included tips for decorating, creating the right atmosphere, and party favors, as well.
  


  
    There are few things more satisfying than knowing you have brought good food and good times to the people you love and enjoy most. May this book help you to that end, and may you enjoy many delectable dinner parties in your future. And we wish you one heck of a delicious ride!
  

  
  


  
    Guidelines to Starting and Maintaining a Successful Cooking Club
  


  
    
  


  Start with a Plan


  
    Being in a cooking club can be great fun, but it takes planning and setting ground rules from the beginning to ensure that your group will be successful. A group that is started with little thought or effort may last for a little while, but it will likely peter out before long if some basic concerns aren’t addressed from the get-go.
  


  
    No group comes without its set of challenges, and it wasn’t always smooth sailing for us, either. We lost some members once they understood the time commitment required, others realized that their passion for food wasn’t strong enough to keep them coming, and others simply moved away or lost interest. Those who have stayed with the group have stayed with a vengeance. Yes, we have been around a while, and our group is a cohesive unit, but it took planning and forethought to get it off the ground.
  


  
    To get you started, we have written some tips and guidelines to help you make the most of your own cooking club adventure. And at the end of each of the book’s themed menu chapters, we offer profiles of successful cooking clubs from around the country. You will be introduced to a different cooking club, read stories from members, and discover some of the many ways you might set up your own club. For example, one cooking club’s primary purpose is to raise money for charity, while another invites a different professional chef each month to instruct them while they cook, and another comes up with dinner themes based on movies. Some clubs have co-hosting duties, while others have a sole host. Some have annual dues, some have monthly dues, and some, like ours, have no dues at all. There are many variables you may wish to consider to make your club meet your own particular interests.
  


  
    
  


  Gather Some Like-Minded Friends


  
    Our first piece of advice: do your homework when getting a group of friends together to form your group. Try to picture how everyone will interact, and consider personality types and potential clashes. It is important that everyone involved can actually get along and be in the same room together.
  


  
    The conservative pastor may not get along well with the biker who enjoys telling dirty jokes. The PETA member may not take too kindly to the avid hunter who likes to share stories of his latest kill while espousing the virtues of the NRA. Such scenarios can be a recipe for disaster, and a good time will be had by—none.
  


  
    Gather a group of people with similar culinary interests and a common purpose. And, of course, they should love cooking and eating together. That friend of yours—the one who eats only beige foods—is simply not a contender. Choose people who have the potential to get along and play nice with each other.
  


  
    Shared interests could be a starting point for determining who should be in your cooking club. A lot of our club’s members have small children of the same age, and we share that as a common bond. That being said, variety is the spice of life: too many people with similar interests can become as stale as a hunk of moldy, old bread. Over time, you run out of things to talk about.
  


  
    
  


  Agree on Your Goals


  
    This may sound obvious, but getting people to agree on what they want from the group, right from the beginning, will save a lot of headaches later.
  


  
    If one member is fine with an appetizer of Cheez Whiz on crackers while another expects geoduck sashimi, someone is going to walk away sadly disappointed. You should also agree on how casual or formal you want the group to be. Are paper plates okay, or should fine cutlery be the order of the day?
  


  
    Our club wanted to prepare foods that were not the usual things we would eat on a typical Tuesday night in front of the television. We wanted to explore the culinary realms of different cultures and to learn new cooking techniques. We all loved food and wanted to share spectacular meals with 
     each other. But your group might prefer to focus on casual fare and easy, low-stress preparations, which is absolutely fine.
  


  
    Or maybe you’d like a group that focuses mainly on wine, with the food taking a side role. Well, that’s okay too, but make sure that everyone in your group is on the same page.
  


  
    
      WHAT KIND OF COOKING CLUB TO FORM?
    


    
      Just as there are many kinds of people and personalities, there is an endless variety of cooking clubs just waiting to be created. Whether you are looking to form a cooking club based on fine dining or a club that is more casual and relaxed, the possibilities are limited only by your own imagination. What’s the right kind of club for you? Here are some questions you should consider to help you organize your new club:

      
        
          • Social function: Will your group be mostly about the camaraderie, socializing, or fundraising, or do you want a group that focuses on cooking?
        


        
          • Focus: Do you want your group to have a particular focus? Healthy meals? Quick and easy dishes for family and friends that you can take home and enjoy for the coming month? Or do you want your group to focus on gourmet meals, or learning more about the craft of cooking?
        


        
          • Skill level: What is your skill level, and how important is it to you that the other club members share that same skill level? Many clubs have members of a similar skill level so as to prevent beginners from being intimidated by the more expert cooks in the group. Other clubs prefer members of mixed skill levels so that more advanced cooks can mingle with the less skilled, ultimately encouraging learning.
        

      

    

    


  GROUP STRUCTURE


  
    It is also important to decide on the basic structure of the group:

    
      
        • Size matters: How many people should you have in the club? Do you want a large group, or would you rather keep it smaller and more intimate?
      


      
        • Size control: Do you want to limit the number of members you’ll have or leave it open?
      

    

  


  
    
  


  Give Your Club a Catchy Name


  
    So, what should your group be called? You don’t have to name your group, but it’s a fun way to bring a certain identity to yourselves. Our group wasn’t always The Kitchen Table Cooking Club. In the beginning, we were The Lemon Drops. When we first got together at a restaurant here in town to decide the particulars of our group, we were enjoying some great lemon-drop martinis. The drinks were poured fast and furious. By the end of the night we were pretty tipsy—okay, drunk (a perfect state of mind for brain-storming). All kinds of names shot back and forth that evening, and when someone said, “The Lemon Drops,” it seemed perfect.
  


  
    For a long time, at every monthly event, lemon-drop martinis were served as the welcome drink. As our group evolved, we wanted our name to represent more than the fun we had one drunken evening. Carolyn came up with The Kitchen Table Cooking Club, and we all responded with big smiles on our faces; it was perfect. We all believe that the kitchen is the heart of every home, and that more day-to-day living takes place at the kitchen table than anywhere else. The kitchen table evokes images of Sunday dinners with Grandma, or board games played with the family. If food is love, then the table is what that love is served on. We loved the name, and the coziness and heartfelt memories that it evokes have stuck with us ever since. So whether you call yourselves “The Hot Tamales” or “Men Who Cook,” we hope that you’ll have as much fun coming up with a name as we all did.
  


  
    
  


  Decide How Often the Club Will Meet


  
    Our club prefers to meet once each month, usually on a Saturday or Sunday. With a volley of e-mails, or at a cooking club event itself, we coordinate the next date that we can all attend. There isn’t a repeating set date for our meetings because we find that by being more flexible, most people are able to be there. We usually meet in the evening, but we like to mix it up and do breakfast or lunch once in a while, too. As long as all the members get prior notice of what the host has planned, it works out fine with us.
  


  MEETING TIMES AND DATES


  
    Decide how often your club should meet. Once a month? Every other month? Do you want to meet primarily in the evenings or at lunchtime? On weekends or weekdays?
  


  
    Often, cooking clubs choose a specific day each month, like the second Tuesday of the month. Other clubs prefer more flexibility and decide on the meeting date one or two months before the meeting based on everyone’s schedules. Just make sure you choose a time and date that works for everyone in your group.
  


  
    Next, it’s time to come up with a rotating event schedule that lists who will be hosting each month. After each member has hosted one meeting, a new cycle begins.
  


  HOSTING RESPONSIBILITIES


  
    Consider how the hosting duties will be handled. Is there a sole host or will you host in groups? Does the host prepare the menu? Does the host prepare the main entrée? Or is the host’s sole responsibility to set up and clean up while other members bring dishes or groceries to the host’s home?
  


  
    We are proud to report that for as long as our club has been in existence, we have rarely had a month with no meeting (except December, which we take off every year for the holidays). If for some reason a person isn’t able to host on her given month, she finds someone to switch with. We find that the system works pretty well.
  


  
    
  


  Assign a Secretary for the Group


  
    Now that you have brought together a group of people who want to form a cooking club and have agreed on the goals of the group, it’s time for the secretary to write up the bylaws. Okay, it’s not pretty, nor is it fun, but a set of clear ground rules is very helpful for a new group. Decide collectively what you all want as a cooking club, and then put it into writing.
  


  
    Be specific with your bylaws. Decide how you will deal with members who are always late for meetings, what to do about a host who cancels at the last minute, and so on. These problems usually arise when a member is bogged down by too many other commitments or is losing interest in the group. Having as much information in writing about the workings of the group and what is expected of each member leaves little room for errors and misjudgment later. You may want to include in your bylaws such matters as whether a budget needs to be assigned for each dish, or if evening meetings will end

    
      
        RECRUITING MEMBERS
      


      
        When seeking members, here are some things to consider:
      


      
        For a cooking club focused mainly on socializing and camaraderie, we recommend that you recruit members from already-established social connections: work, a parents’ group, your neighborhood, your gym, your community center, school, or church.
      


      
        For a cooking group that will focus primarily on cooking healthy meals, Cooking Light magazine has an active online community message board (www.community.cookinglight.com) organized by location: the West, Midwest, South, Northeast, plus a section for people who live outside of the United States. Participants are encouraged to let people know that they are interested in starting or joining a cooking club in their towns.
      


      
        For a cooking club that will focus on gourmet cooking, look at the postings on Epicurious.com, Craigslist.org, eGullet.org, Chowhound.com, and Meetup.com. These Web sites offer some of the best community boards that post cooking club information.
      

      
at a particular time because some members must be at work early the next morning. Whatever the issue, keeping the lines of communication open is key.
  


  
    The secretary should also keep a list of the hosting schedule, maintain the group contact list, and keep everyone informed of any changes. In our group, Maria oversees the particulars, and she has kept us ticking like clockwork all these years. She looks after the ebb and flow of the group, and any concerns anyone may have are handled through her. She has held this position since our group was formed; however, you may wish to switch the secretary role every year or two.
  


  
    We also recommend meeting every six months or so to discuss the club and the bylaws. Regularly ask your group for their ideas for club meetings and events, and for their opinions and feedback on other aspects of the club that they may want to discuss.
  


  MEMBERSHIP FEES AND COSTS


  
    Consider whether to charge a membership fee to cover food and expenses, and whether the fee will be monthly or annual. While many cooking clubs like to keep things informal with no fee structure at all, other clubs charge fees to cover some or all of the food or entertaining expenses. Some cooking clubs charge a fee that covers the alcoholic beverages served at the gathering, and some charge a monthly fee for the sole purpose of raising money for a predetermined charity, such as a food bank.
  


  
    
  


  Planning the Menu


  
    This book has twelve eight-course menus organized by theme, just to get you started. But since planning the menu is fun for most self-respecting food geeks, feel free to omit and substitute as much as you like. We know that deciding what to serve at a gathering is almost as much fun as the event itself. It is also a very important process. An uninspired, boring menu will make for a boring evening, as well.
  


  WHO WILL PLAN THE MENUS?


  
    Menu planning varies widely among cooking clubs. There are several options, but the most popular we’ve encountered is to have the host plan the menu and assign dishes and recipes to each member of the club. Some other options are for the club to vote on the menu, or simply proceed with no menu at all—the group just decides on a theme and each member chooses a course to prepare with the theme in mind.
  


  
    Above all, when planning your menus, have fun, and take care when assigning the recipes for each person. Giving the salad course to the same person three months in a row will be a drag, so remember to mix things up. And don’t be afraid to challenge each other. Since Michelle had been a pastry chef at one time, at first she was always assigned the dessert course. Wanting to break out of her usual routine, she asked to prepare other courses as well. So although according to our club’s rules the host calls the shots and assigns the dishes, we also take special requests into consideration.
  


  SERVING THE MEAL


  
    Before you plan a menu, consider whether the dishes will be served buffet style or individually plated. Our cooking club prefers to plate our dishes for each member because it helps us practice our presentation skills. The host coordinates the schedule and lets each person know when it is time to head to the kitchen and serve her dish.
  


  
    When planning a menu, here are some tips we’ve picked up over the years: Try to alternate heavy and light courses. Start your menu with lighter, more subtle flavors and proceed to more intense, bolder flavors as you go along. Provide plenty of textural contrast by including smooth dishes with crunchy dishes. Provide flavor contrast by including creamy dishes with acidic dishes. Provide dishes with contrasting colors for eye appeal. Finally, if several dishes need to be in the oven just before serving, choose recipes that call for similar oven temperatures. A cohesive menu that flows together like a symphony is what we all strive for.
  


  WHERE WILL THE COOKING TAKE PLACE?


  
    Consider whether your club will do the cooking together, or whether members will cook at home and finish the dish in the host’s kitchen when 
     necessary. If one of the members has a kitchen big enough for the group to cook in together, lucky you! Perhaps you would like to meet at the same location every time. Many cooking clubs prefer to rotate locations, giving everyone an opportunity to host. If space is an issue, how about renting an industrial kitchen at a local culinary school, community center, church, or restaurant? More and more people have access to backyard kitchens, so why not take your love of cooking to the great outdoors? There are many possibilities to consider.
  


  
    With as many people as we have in our group, we found it best to prepare each of our assigned dishes at home and bring them to the event. Some dishes can be made only up to a certain point at home and must be finished in the host’s kitchen; sometimes a quick warm-up in the oven is all that’s needed. If your club chooses a similar plan, it is important to choose dishes that will taste as good when reheated and that are easily transported. Ice cream made ahead of time and then carted through town in a hot car is not a good idea.
  


  LEFTOVERS: IS THERE SUCH A THING AS TOO MUCH?


  
    One of the best rewards of cooking club dinners is the array of delicious foods that remain after the meal. Make sure you plan ahead for your leftovers. Will they be divvied up for all the members after dinner, or will each person take home only the remnants of the dish they prepared? If the former, should members bring to-go containers to the gatherings, or will that be the host’s responsibility?
  


  
    
  


  It’s All in the Details


  
    When we originally formed our cooking club, we decided that we wanted each event to be remarkable. We wanted our guests to be excited to come each month, and we wanted our top priorities to be great food, great wine, and great conversation. When you come to an event thrown by any of us, you enter knowing that you are going to have a ball. We’ve thrown some amazing parties, such as our New Orleans Mardi Gras night, with Spanish moss hanging from the chandeliers and beads thrown around guests’ necks as they enter the room. Whether our theme is a Hawaiian luau or a tribute to Greek cuisine, everyone does their best to make each event memorable. 
     Each month, the host comes up with little touches that make every event fun and tie in to that particular theme.
  


  
    Now, we are all busy women without much extra time on our hands, but we’ve learned that going that extra step can take a gathering from being just another dinner party to a bona fide “event,” one that we will still be talking about months later. We are not set designers—not one of us is Colin Cowie or Jonathan Adler, and we don’t want to be. Going overboard with your theme causes extra stress for the next person who has to host. Remember, you are not entertaining the Queen of England or Martha Stewart. These are your friends, and the food comes first, but don’t underestimate the power of a beautiful centerpiece and pleasant lighting, either. We love the little touches that each of us brings to our events, and to help you out, we’ve included in each chapter some tips and suggestions for ways to make your cooking club event a joy to attend. You’ll be surprised at how these little touches add up.
  


  THEME NIGHTS


  
    Theme events are useful for cooking clubs, especially those focused on learning cooking basics and exploring different cuisines (as opposed to those that are focused on recipe swapping or progressive dinners). Decide how your club will select the themes: will the entire club choose them together, or will it be up to the host? How far do you want to go with themes: will you work the theme into the invitations, décor, and music, or will you keep it to the food only?
  


  WINE AND COCKTAILS


  
    Many cooking clubs focus on wine as well as food. All the menus in this book include a cocktail recipe, but if your group is interested in wine and beer you might do a tasting evening, or have pairings with each course. In that case, consider setting up a drink budget, or rotate drink responsibilities among the group.
  


  DISTRIBUTING RECIPES


  
    Consider making photocopies of the recipes prepared and served that evening. Decide who will be responsible for making the copies and assembling the recipe packet to give to members at each cooking club gathering.
  


  CLEANING UP


  
    Let’s face it: no one likes to clean, but at the end of the night, someone’s gotta do it. Consider the cleanup responsibilities. Is everyone going to stay after to help? Is the host responsible? Or should you have a cleanup committee?
  


  COOKING CLUB HISTORY


  
    Make sure to preserve your club’s history. Though not key to its survival, this documentation is fun to maintain, and to later use to relive the moments that have made your club special. Keep a digital camera handy and take photos of the people and the dishes served at your gatherings; keep copies of the invitations, the menus, and any other keepsakes or mementos of your cooking club. These will be very helpful if a member should have to move away and you want to prepare a farewell scrapbook or CD-ROM with all your memories together.
  


  INVITATIONS


  
    Our group enjoys preparing the invitations for each event. These we make lovingly by hand, and we send them by good old U.S. mail, not via e-mail or Evite.com. This takes some time, but to us it is worth it. We appreciate the old-school style and romance of a formal invitation. It sets the tone for the event, and it gets everyone excited for what’s to come. We are a creative bunch, and each month a lovely invitation arrives, elaborately decorated, letting us know the month’s theme, menu, time, and place. We all look forward to finding them in the mailbox.
  


  
    Handmade invitations also show the other members just how important the event is to the host. We know of other clubs where members habitually go AWOL or don’t take the group very seriously. Our invitations set the bar high, right from the start. Our daily lives can be pretty crazy and hectic, full of those special moments when we find ourselves saying things like, 
     “Who put the puppy in the laundry hamper again?” or, “What is that stuff dripping from your pockets, and why does it smell like cheese?” Moments such as these are brightened, if only briefly, when a cooking club invitation arrives, beckoning us to a civilized and lovely meal with friends.
  


  
    Such fun our group has had over the years. We’ve dined on Moroccan feasts accompanied by a belly dancer; we’ve made a meal in tribute to all things Anthony Bourdain, featuring a “shrine” of pictures surrounded by candles (as Dina confesses, “I heart him”). We have experimented with nearly every known cooking technique; heck, we’ve even cured our own bacon for a breakfast meeting. (“Everything goes better with bacon” is one of our favorite mottoes, and really, if it wasn’t for bacon, would the average person ever care to know what a water chestnut even was?) We’ve churned our own ice cream, prepared frog legs, rabbit, and turtle, and downed it all with many a perfectly blended cocktail. We’ve had ourselves a grand old time, all in the name of good food and good company.
  

  


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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