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Hello! Thanks for buying my book. I hope it helps you plan and host a Dinner Party that’s talked about for decades - for all the right reasons.

Dinner Parties can be awesome get-togethers celebrating friendship, pleasure and beauty; they shouldn’t be as horrifyingly stressful as trying to get into an Ivy League University. They should be an exciting and enjoyable puzzle.

And with good planning and preparation, you can relax and enjoy your guest's company from the moment they arrive.

Don't be fooled by the agony and ecstasy you see on reality television shows like MasterChef and My Kitchen Rules.

First of all, those shows aren't reality, and secondly Dinner Parties don’t take place within those kinds of constraints.

They’re as simple or as complicated as you want to make them. You can take as much or as little time as you like - 20 minutes to carefully plate up, or slap the food down in a millisecond or less.

You won’t even have a chef judging the food. Unless of course you’re friends with one and have invited them. But I’m inclined to think any chef would love it if you just made them scrambled eggs on toast, because you made it for them.

I can't imagine some of the celebrity chefs I've seen on television get invited to many people's homes to eat - Gordon Ramsay is unlikely to receive an invitation to eat in my home!

Aside from how grumpy he always seems, I don’t think he’d like my simple style of cooking.

But take heart. Expectations about entertaining are in a constant state of change.

Before the nineteenth century, for example, Dinner Party service was à la française - the French or family style, in which all dishes are presented at the same time and guests help themselves. This is similar to the modern buffet and is a very practical approach when you’ve little in the way of furniture.

At the turn of the nineteenth-century, the Russian ambassador is reputed to have introduced a new style of service, à la russe, in which food is brought to the table in staged courses. Most modern restaurant and Dinner Party meals now proceed in this Russian style.

It's only a few decades since Dinner Parties were truly formal affairs, with dinner suits and bow ties. Not that those can't be fun too, but one does expect a stultifying degree of good manners and a separate dining room for that.

Mrs Beeton was entirely correct when she claimed "Dining is the privilege of civilisation."

In those days, it was the privilege of the wealthy; the hostess set the date and determined the distinguished guests, her Cook set the menu and prepared the food, and her Butler more or less coordinated everything else.

The hostess received her guests safe in the knowledge her household machinery ensured all the arrangements were perfect, and she merely had to be charming.

In those Halcyon Dinner Party Days, dinners were always large and formal, contrasted with an "informal" little dinner for up to eight guests with whom you were intimate.

The manners were still formal but there was less ceremony, fewer courses and the best china was not used. The dress code would be lounge suits rather than white tie.

Modern life centres on simple, informal and integrated arrangements. Many of us don’t have a separate kitchen, dining or living rooms - just one room, possibly delineated by tasteful area rugs.

One by one, the formal barriers between people have slipped away, and Dinner Party boundaries have moved a little to accommodate those changes too.

This book suggests an informal approach to Dinner Parties - assuming that’s not an oxymoron of its own. It aims to maximise the time spent with your guests and minimise the time spent in the kitchen wrestling with food production.

This approach is helped by an open-plan layout; you can chat with your guests while you plate up, and maybe someone will transfer the plates from countertop to table.

I recommend you start by reading this book cover to cover to get a feeling for the contents, and then go over the overall planning and scheduling elements a second time.

We all have different upbringings and educations so some of it might need more thought than other bits.

Once you're comfortable with the overall process, you can start planning your own Dinner Party.

I describe the process as if one person is taking care of the whole event. It’s much easier when you’ve someone to help, but you can host a fabulous Dinner Party alone if you limit your aspirations and plan it out very well.

Your meal service may consist of any number of courses, depending on your time and ingenuity. At the very least, you should consider five courses:

Apéritif: pre-dinner drink with light snacks pending the arrival of all guests. 

Appetiser: a small first course at table.

Main: a second, larger course with sides.

Dessert: a small sweet course.

Digestif: Coffee (or tea) with a fortified wine, liqueur or distillation, and a little sweet treat or chocolate.

You can reduce this by combining the apéritif and appetiser, or combine dessert with Digestif, or both.

Conversely, you could expand this by serving any number of individual dishes sequentially as many of the larger set meals do:

•  Three appetiser courses (e.g., seafood, soup and salad).

•  Three mains (e.g., fish, fowl [bird] and field [pasture animals like cows or sheep]).

•  Three desserts (e.g., cream, frozen and fruit).

But for your own sanity, take Emily Post's advice and offer no more than eight courses including apéritif and Digestif!

While Mrs Beeton made some potential seasonal menu suggestions (both à la française and à la russe), they won't work for a solo host and don't suit modern tastes - Calf's Head, Tongue and Brains anyone?

This book uses the example of a five-course dinner for six people. It draws against Marcella Hazan’s "Sumptuous Summer Dinner" menu from her excellent cookbook, Essentials of Classic Italian Cooking. My versions of the recipes shown below are contained in Appendix C: Our Italian Themed Dinner.

Apéritif: ricotta and anchovy crostini with Prosecco, (optional Campari).

Appetiser: penne with roasted pepper sauce and Prosecco.

Main: pan-roasted veal and green bean salad with Pinot Grigio.

Dessert: mangoes and strawberries in sweet white wine with Moscato.

Digestif: coffee (or tea), amaretto and biscotti.

[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​PART ONE: Plan Your Dinner Party
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This part gives you the key elements to consider when planning your Dinner Party. With this worked out, you’ll have a clear picture of your meal, and avoid common entertaining pitfalls.
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​CHAPTER 1: Budget
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It’s hard to know what comes first - the theme, the menu or the budget.

As a one-time professional event manager, I can assure you it's the budget.

Your successful event management career depends on delivering the best possible event, on time and on or under budget.

And it’s ridiculously easy for costs to escalate out of control if you don't keep on top of them.

A special celebratory meal should cost more than a simple meal to catch up with friends.

Your first wedding anniversary might cost $500, or your tenth $5,000, but regardless of the limit you set, you shouldn't need to take out a second mortgage to pay for it.

Your key components will, of course, be food and drinks; wine alone could cost $80 for a simple meal, but if the occasion is very special you might spend $250 or more.

Also, you might need to buy particular cooking and serving utensils, table linens, and even things like extra soap and toilet paper. You may also need to include the cost of furniture, professional cleaning and equipment hire.

It's worth setting a ballpark amount you can afford, then working through the costs to see what you can do with it.

Then you can make an informed decision about whether you need to increase your budget, or cut costs here and there to bring the total down.

Before you start planning, you’ll already have an idea of whether your budget is ground, chuck, T-bone or fillet steak. And this knowledge will help you shape a Dinner Party you can afford.

I’ve included hints on reducing costs in the relevant sections where you might need them, rather than putting them here where you may need to come back to them.

When I’m managing a project, I give myself an objective - achieve some end at a particular cost by a specified date. For a Dinner Party, this would be something like:

Host an Italian themed Dinner Party for six people for $500 on October 4 (St Francis' day, for the Patron Saint of Italy).

Then, if a time comes when I have to rethink my arrangements, I can decide which aspect is the most important and choose whether I need to change the theme, the number of guests, the budget or the date.

Summary

Always set a budget first.

•  Then see what you can do with it.

•  Choose whether to increase your budget or cut your costs.
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CHAPTER 2: Guests
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Depending on who your guests are; Dinner Parties can be great fun. In fact, I think a good guest mix is more important than the food.

Watch almost any given period drama (Agatha Christie adaptations are always good for this), and there will almost inevitably be an excellent demonstration of "good" and "bad" guests; from the funny ones to the interminable bores.

For your Dinner Party, you need a balanced mix of talkers and listeners, smart people and those not so smart, all brought together in such a way they’ll entertain each other.

And if your guests enjoy themselves, they’ll think and say they had a great time no matter what the food was like.

Dietary Requirements

People's dietary needs can be a minefield. It’s always a good idea to check with all your guests, even those you’ve fed before, because health needs change and many people prefer to keep it to themselves.

You may not have noticed “David” is a vegetarian who doesn't eat meat on religious grounds. You might know “Rebecca” is on a strict paleo diet (because she never stops talking about it), but you might not know “Shane” is allergic to shellfish or “Chelsea” is allergic to peanuts.

You might also like to find out whether guests with dietary requirements are sick of particular dishes.

There was a time I had to follow a reduced potassium diet and I reached the point I didn’t want to eat mushroom risotto ever again, (still haven't).

The distinction between lifestyle choices and allergies is an important one.

“Rebecca” might claim she can’t eat anything other than the foods our Palaeolithic ancestors ate, but she won't die if she does, whereas without prompt medical attention, “Shane” will if he takes the tiniest bit of shellfish.

“David” might eat eggs, but “Chelsea” absolutely cannot eat peanuts. Possibly other nuts as well.

You should also consider other food-related issues your guests might have. For example, false teeth wearers will prefer to avoid food with sharp edges that can get wedged underneath their dentures (e.g. nuts), tough, chewy foods like steak that might chafe or sticky food like peanut butter that could dislodge them.

Once you have this information, you can plan a menu that won't send your guests home hungry or ill, which is always the best outcome for a Dinner Party!

You might choose to serve an appetiser of vegetarian frittata with a spicy salsa instead of flash-fried prawns or chicken satay sticks.

Guest Numbers

The number of guests directly impacts your Dinner Party.

Aside from cost, you’ll need enough covers (plates, cutlery, glasses and linens) for all and know whether you’re prepared to buy or borrow more.

Plus the amount of intimacy you can manage and the amount of effort required. Fewer guests make a more intimate occasion and more guests increase the logistical challenges of the event.

In the Halcyon Days of Dinner Parties, the minimum number of guests was 10, to make a party of 12. But in those days, there was at the very least one maid to help out.

Two Couples (total party of four people)

Two couples make an intimate affair, best between people who know each other well. If you don't know each other well, the conversation may be stilted, or the close quarters can encourage over-sharing. If you’re entertaining your boss and their partner, bear this in mind.

Three Couples (party of six) 

Three couples is a good size for a more formal evening. It's a little less intimate than two and provides easy conversation access to the people seated across from and either side of you.

However, it’s logistically more challenging than four. Generally, this is my preferred size.

Four Couples (party of eight) 

Four couples can work, but the tendency is to form two conversational groups at each end of the table.

Even when your table is round.

And often someone from one end wants to join the action at the other end and there may be some furtive seat changing.

It’s logistically challenging in the sense of space and resources required to seat and feed eight people at the same time.

Five couples (party of 10) 

Five couples is almost unworkable for a sit-down dinner if you don't have some help.

They’re more expensive, with a lot of food and drink and, of course, furniture and covers for 10.

You’ll also need to spend more time managing people which might diminish your ability to enjoy the party.

I think this size group is where it starts getting easier to have a drinks party with some kind of snack service.

Six couples (party of 12)

Six couples is a lot of effort, but lots of fun when you’ve the right people, and immensely satisfying when it goes well.

To keep it manageable for one person to organise, focus on food you can cook slowly in bulk like casseroles, rather than fiddly quick cook single serve items like steamed fish parcels.

Who to Invite

Halcyon Day Dinner Parties included an even number of men and women, on the assumption there’d be some discreet flirting and flattery between straight people.

They’d be married couples, a social set, and on occasion younger unmarried relatives mixed in. Seems quaint now doesn't it?

It's not so easy today, but at the same time, it's much easier because it doesn't really matter anymore.

Our modern lives are much less prescribed by social customs, and this has opened us up to a wider variety of experiences regarding religious, race, gender and sexuality mix.

A variety of different perspectives often makes for more fascinating dinner conversation.

People to Avoid

•  People who’re so judgemental it seems you’ll never please them. You know who they are. Not only will they undermine your confidence in your arrangements, but they’ll diminish the enjoyment of your other guests, and spoil your carefully crafted ambience.

•  hose with such strong opinions they shut down all conversation around them with the totality of their opinions. Like the one person who thinks Game of Thrones is stupid when everyone else loves it.

•  Those who won't stop arguing even though everyone either agrees or has surrendered. These often include fundamentalists, communists and, for some inexplicable reason, people who favour outlandish dietary guidelines. Unless of course your planned entertainment is extremist-baiting, in which case these people are perfect.
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