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Husband and wife team William and Abigail Alldis have run many successful pop-up restaurants at venues across Essex, as well as a pop-up food stall at Borough Market. Having previously worked as a head chef in the French Alps, Cirencester and London, William specialises in game cookery, which he and his wife shoot themselves. Former national magazine editor Abigail has previously worked as a restaurant critic and launched a successful food magazine. William and Abigail run a popular cookery blog called The Shotgun Chef, which was nominated for the National Blog Awards and they currently run a pop-up cookery school in Scotland.
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PREFACE



I must confess, I thought my husband was completely insane when he suggested, a month into our marriage, that we should run a pop-up restaurant from our front room to run alongside our cookery blog The Shotgun Chef. We were living in a small former fishing village in Essex in a ramshackle, yet charming, sixteenth-century cottage on Wivenhoe High Street. I conceded that our home was well situated to attract passing customers, being next to a pub and on the busiest street in the town, but our home was certainly not equipped with a commercial kitchen, had only one downstairs toilet and, as the cottage had been a former bakery, had what could only be described as a ‘quirky’ layout. 


Initial worries


And it wasn’t just the venue that concerned me. My mind anxiously started racing with the technicalities: was it legal to set up this small business in our front room? What about health and safety? What if things went wrong on the night and customers wanted their money back? Were we even capable of serving three courses to sixteen people at once from our tiny, one-person kitchen?


The stupid thing is I’d been quite happily hosting dinner parties for up to ten people for most of my adult life, and these issues had never crossed my mind. It was simply that the use of the professional term ‘restaurant’ had struck fear into my very (practical) soul.


My husband, being an optimistic sort of fellow, calmed my fears. He explained that he’d happily been running such events years before we’d met, and that recent legislation had been brought in to allow small businesses to run commercial ventures in empty spaces and temporarily sell alcohol. Our front room being empty, he had concluded, qualified us perfectly. Everything would be fine, he assured me.


And so, nervously, I agreed. We carefully selected our menu – all seasonal, fresh and local produce. It being autumn and my husband coming from a farming background, we decided to theme our restaurant around game, to try and educate the village about this somewhat mystical foodstuff. We made sure there was a vegetarian menu option too, so as not to alienate any of the village. We put a poster in our front window, advertising three courses for £28, with details about the food, and half a bottle of wine thrown in for free. Two weeks before the event we were fully booked. People had emailed us their menu choices and dropped a cheque through the door in advance, so we didn’t have to have any conversations about money on the night.


Opening night


Two hours before our guests’ arrival I was running around the house screaming like a banshee about the state of the place: why weren’t there fresh guest soaps in the downstairs loo? Why weren’t the glasses properly polished? Where had the Hoover gone? I’d lapsed into ‘entertaining meltdown’. My husband shooed me out of the kitchen and upstairs to have a bath, glass of wine, and calm my restaurant-crazed self down. By the time I came back downstairs, dressed to impress, he’d cleaned down the kitchen, finished his prep, got the wine on ice, was playing smooth jazz on the iPad and was busily lighting the 4,000 tealights I’d dotted around our home to create just the right fuzzy glowing atmosphere. ‘Wine?’ he suggested, and topped up my glass. It was then that I realised, I’d forgotten the most important ingredient of the whole evening – to actually enjoy it. As soon as the first guests arrived, I clicked into hostess mode and the evening flew by. We’d staggered our guests by 15 minutes each, but due to early and late arrivals, people pretty much turned up all together. I started to panic again. ‘Don’t worry,’ said my husband, ‘It will be fine.’ And so it was. Some courses went out later than I’d have liked, some more quickly than I thought elegant. Some dishes surpassed expectations and my service was, on the whole, attentive, except for the occasional moment when I got distracted trying to micromanage the kitchen. And when I stepped back, I noticed customers were happy to be in our cosy, candlelit home, nosing around, enjoying conversations with the other guests and my husband’s somewhat sublime food. Despite my initial panic, it didn’t take long for me to relax in front of guests and put on a cool, calm and collected front. 


Bolstered by success


A few customers were surprised they had to sit with strangers – due to space restrictions we had to have tables of four – but by the end of the evening these initial strangers had become firm friends. Others decided they didn’t like where they were seated and so moved to different tables, which meant their orders were momentarily muddled up, but people were patient and kind and everyone left with full bellies, praise for the chef and wrapped us up in grand hugs and kisses, promising to return for our next event. As indeed they did, bringing friends and family with them. And the brimming cash pot after tips had been thrown in made us hungry for more supper club and pop-up restaurant success.


We’ve learnt a lot since that first evening. With hindsight, it was more of a very formal supper club than a pop-up restaurant in the strictest sense, and our events have grown in size and ambition as our confidence has flourished. Yes, we’ve made mistakes: such as freezing the wine and then having to defrost it over the radiator; or asking inexperienced friends to help run a cocktail bar, which ensured a good time was had by all but their generous measures ate heavily into our profits. But every experience has been a learning curve, and we’ve picked up some fantastic tips along the way that we’d like to share with you so you can be sure of success on your first night.


We now know:


•   How to plan a low-labour menu, mixing hot, cold and ready-prepped courses to take the pressure off the kitchen staff.


•   How to increase our income with a Temporary Events Notice.


•   How to get all the right insurance and paperwork in place, and tick all the health and safety boxes.


•   How to quickly fix the most common restaurateur’s problems, with a few simple-to-follow rules.


Tips from the pros


William and I have spoken to some of the country’s leading pop-up restaurateurs and supper club hosts, alongside fresh-faced amateurs and pop-up critics, whose insights, along with our own experiences, will help you hold your first lip-smackingly successful event that will turn your passion for food into profit. So read on for more amusing anecdotes and tips from the pros, alongside guidelines on your legal responsibilities, inspiration on how to pick your theme and find your perfect venue, budget for success, conquer online marketing, tap into funding and maximise your profit so you can kick-start your own utterly successful pop-up restaurant or supper club, and give the MasterChef finalists a run for their money! 


Abigail Alldis





INTRODUCTION



How to use this book


In this book, we show you how to come up with the vision for your pop-up restaurant or supper club, plan your evening, publicise it and finally hold your own successful event. We’ll advise on everything from budgets to staffing, to how to deal with the paperwork and ensure everything about your evening is legal.


We’re assuming if you’ve picked up this book, you’re already passionate about food, and you also want to use it to help generate an income (or at least cover the costs of holding a great night). You could be wanting to use a pop-up to promote a foodstuff such as cheese or fantastic ales that you currently make; or you might be a chef and want to see if you’re ready to open your own restaurant; or a keen amateur considering a career change. Perhaps you are one of a group of chefs who fancy a short-term collaboration; or are simply someone who enjoys cooking and is hoping to hold occasional events in your own home to bring in some extra income. Whatever your motivation, this book should answer all your questions and guide you smoothly past the pitfalls of holding your own pop-up restaurant or supper club.


Planning your event


Early on in this book we look at how to discover the demand for a pop-up restaurant or supper club in your area, and how to come up with the concept for your eatery in general. This involves everything from deciding what kind of food you want to provide, what the price point will be, how you’re going to theme your evening, picking a venue and being realistic about what you can achieve on the night.


Making it happen


We look at the more practical aspects of turning your dream into a reality. This involves staffing the evening, filling in all the paperwork and taking care of the legal requirements, how to finance your venture, negotiate over venues, and source props and table dressings.


Finding your customers


Publicity and marketing are absolutely essential if you want to make sure that people actually attend. We’ll help you to come up with a media strategy and look at everything from how to target your customers to actually getting them through the door. We’ll show you how to use social media and blogs effectively for a longer-term marketing strategy, how to tap into the local press and specialist publications, how to use various communities to market your venture, and how to approach more traditional marketing methods such as flyers and posters to guarantee success. We focus on brand awareness and ensuring the message you’re sending out before the big night gives your evening the biggest chance of success.


Holding your night


We count down your final few days until opening and help you to ensure everything is in place to run a stress-free night. We take you step by step through your evening and provide plenty of case studies, so you can learn from the successes and mistakes of other professional pop-up restaurateurs and supper club hosts. We also look at what the best in the business consider are important features in running a successful restaurant so you can incorporate some of their ideas and advice into your evening, alongside some excellent recovery strategies if things get out of hand.


Where to go from here


This is an often-overlooked part of running pop-up restaurants – but is essential if you want to actually grow your event and hold more in the future. We show you how to review how your night went, gather useful feedback from customers, learn from your mistakes and build on the success and momentum to develop your pop-up restaurant in the future. We’ve also included contact details for some useful organisations that we’ve found invaluable when planning and growing our pop-up restaurants.


Adapting the advice to your own needs


Please feel free to dip in and out of chapters as you begin the journey of planning your pop-up restaurant or supper club, and adapt the advice given to suit your specific ideas. The timeframes and order of organising things aren’t set in stone, but this is what we found easiest (although every evening we’ve held has been unique in its own wonderful way).


Good luck!


William and Abigail Alldis





CHAPTER 1



WHY RUN A POP-UP RESTAURANT OR SUPPER CLUB?



What are pop-ups?



The whole pop-up scene has exploded in the past five years, with everything from pop-up theatres, pop-up boutiques and pop-up cafés now accepted as legitimate businesses on the high street. They usually involve taking over an unused or unusual space for a short period of time and offer a quirky experience that is out of the ordinary. This makes pop-ups fantastic when combined with food or drink, as these are worlds in which tastes and fashions are constantly changing; and with something as creative as cooking or mixology (that’s cocktail making to you and I), you really can let your imagination run free!


Flexible and low risk


The concept is fantastic for testing the market for a new restaurant in your local area, giving you instant feedback on the popularity of your style of cooking without massive start-up costs. If you’re passionate about food but also short of cash, a pop-up can give you the flexibility to hold on to your full-time job, so you can see if a career in cooking is for you.


Pop-ups are also much easier to organise now than ever before, with many venues lying empty post-recession, and new legislation making it simple for you to take over spaces and hold events, as long as they are for a short period of time (perfect for a pop-up restaurant!). The key thing to remember is that to take advantage of this new legislation your supper club or restaurant must be temporary – even if you are planning to expand it to a more permanent venture in the future. Keeping this in mind will help you to stay true to the spirit of the pop-up restaurant or supper club vibe, meaning you will stay creative, adaptable and exciting along the way.



Pop-up and supper club: what’s the difference?



The terms ‘supper club’ and ‘pop-up restaurant’ are often used interchangeably, but there’s a subtle difference between them that means diners’ expectations will be different, and your approach to running each will vary too.


With a supper club, the setting is usually fairly informal and it will often take place in the host’s home. Your guests will sit down together and be served either a set menu or a tasting menu consisting of many courses. Often your guests will be asked to bring their own alcohol to get around licensing issues and news of your evening will usually be spread by word of mouth, although some websites such as www.thelondonfoodie.co.uk and www.supperclubfangroup.ning.com will list upcoming events. The courses are served in one sitting and many chefs sit down to eat with their guests. 


Pop-up restaurants


With a pop-up restaurant, however, the expectations are different. Your customers will anticipate a more professional quality of service, an evening with slightly more finesse, and they will want to choose their food. They will also expect to sit with their companions and be able to book a table for a certain time. Pop-up restaurants can usually charge more for these evenings and, if they have applied for a Temporary Events Notice, will sell wine. The supper club is more about the food, whereas the pop-up restaurant is also about theatre.



Which one should I run?



Think about what it is you want to achieve and what you think you are able to pull off, without being overwhelmed. If your food and location is more suited to an informal group sit-down, then don’t force it into something it is not. If you would prefer to concentrate on cooking good food, rather than excelling at service or hunting for a theatrical venue, then it’s likely a supper club is more suitable. Also look at your skill set – if you don’t have a background in professional cooking, marketing or front-of-house service and have no one to help you with any of these, you may find a pop-up restaurant will be a baptism of fire. In this case, start smaller with a supper club and as your experience grows, so too will your skill set. The lines between the two types of events can be somewhat blurred, but the clue for what people will expect is in the title. For example, our Valentine’s Day Pop-Up Speakeasy was clearly going to involve a well-stocked cocktail bar, big-band tunes, slightly chaotic service and dancing on tables!
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