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We dedicate this book to the many kids and adults who have asked us about how to enjoy their meals with others. Thats the beauty of knowing the basics of table manners: to be able to relax (that is, not to worry!) about the dos and donts of mannersand then to focus on the people youre having a meal with. Enjoy!

P.P. and C. P. S.

For Mom, who taught me about kindness and considerationand the importance of using a napkin.

S. B.
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All the rules of table manners are made to avoid ugliness. To let anyone see what you have in your mouth is repulsive, to make a noise is to suggest an animal, to make a mess is disgusting.

Emily Post on table manners









CHAPTER ONE

EVERYDAY TABLE MANNERS



Table manners have been included in etiquette books for generations because eating with others has always presented the opportunity to gross each other outand good manners help reduce that risk. But as times change, manners change. Just as there was a time when there were no fast-food restaurants, today we rarely encounter finger bowls and butlers.

Even though the manners have changed, the fundamental principles that govern how we get along with one another never have. Respectful, considerate, and honest behavior must be the basis for all our relationships, whether we are meeting someone at a fast-food restaurant, going to a reception, or sharing a meal at home. The manners included in this book are here to help you as you eat and socialize throughout the dayat breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Etiquette will continue to change over time, and someday in the future you may find yourself faced with a new situation for which you dont know the appropriate manners. But if you treat those who are eating with you according to the basic principles of good manners and keep in mind Emilys comment on the ugliness of eating that is quoted at the beginning of this book, you will be okay. So, lets dig in.


FROM SOUP TO DESSERT

Since most table manners evolved to help us keep from grossing each other out, you can see why there are specific manners for specific foods. For instance, the challenges for eating soup are quite different from the challenges for eating spaghetti. In this chapter well talk about the manners that go with either specific courses or specific foods.

COMING TO THE TABLE

PICTURE THIS: Your mother gives the call. Its time for dinner. Your sister comes in from outside. She kicks off her sandals, her hands are very dirty, and she still has remnants of her ice-cream cone on her face. You are really grossed out.

Your mother will probably say something to your sister and send her off to clean up before coming to the table. Then, at least, you and the rest of your family will have a better shot at enjoying your meal. The point is this: Table manners really begin before the meal.

[image: image]

For example, what you wear to the table matters. Different families may have different expectations about what to wear to a family meal, but whatever they are, its important to honor them. There are, however, some simple expectations that are important for every meal, no matter how formal or informal your family tradition is:


[image: image] Wear a shirt and shoes.

[image: image] Leave your cap behind.

[image: image] If your clothes are dirty, change them.

[image: image] Wash up before coming to the table.



Obviously if youre at a picnic or a barbecue, the shirt and shoes might be left behind and the cap might stay on your head, but cleanliness is important no matter where you are. Not only are dirty hands and fingernails unhealthy, they are definitely nasty for everyone around you to have to look at during the meal.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN EATING

Its important to wait to start eating until everyone is served and youve said grace (if thats the custom).

Do they say grace? Many families start a meal with saying grace, but many do not. If it is not a custom to say grace at your home and you are at a friends house where they do, sit quietly while they say grace and dont begin eating until you see your friend start. If you have a friend over for the first time and it is your custom to say grace, tell him what to expect as you head for the table: Hey Jack, I just wanted to let you know that my mom says grace every night before we start eating.

Is everyone seated? Wait until everyone is seated or until your mother, father, or host tells you to go ahead and begin.

While youre waiting, there are a few things you can do. Start by putting your napkin in your lap. Then take a good look at the table. Are there rolls? If so, its okay to go ahead and take one before dinner is served. It is also okay to take a sip of your water or milk. Check out your table setting (see Chapter Two). It will give you some clues about what you can expect from the meal.


LETS GET STARTEDEATING, THAT IS!

Sometimes you have only one course; other times you eat a meal with as many as five courses. You may have a quick lunch and then move on. That would be one course. Perhaps you are at home eating with your family and you enjoy the main course and then a dessert. That would be two courses. Or maybe youre at a formal dinner where you are served five courses: an appetizer, soup, a salad, a main course, and a dessert. That would be some meal!


But why not just serve it all at the same time? Food is served in courses to make a meal into an event. A fancy five-course meal is all about eating and celebrating together. The event is intended to take timemaybe hoursand the purpose is to enjoy both the food and the company for the evening. All the courses are planned and prepared to give the diner a great eating experience. The first coursesappetizers, soup and/or saladare served to give the diners something to whet their appetite for the main course to come. When youre at a restaurant, these courses also take the edge off if youre starving and waiting for your meal. The main course, the premiere act, is an entre and side servings of vegetables and potatoes or rice. The salad can be served after the main course, instead of before it, and then a sweet for dessert can follow. However, more is not necessarily better. The number of courses does not determine whether it is a good meal or not. It is all about the food and the company.


Food is served in courses to make a meal into an event. The purpose is to enjoy both the food and the company for the evening.


If you do have an appetizer, there are some guidelines to easy eating. They come in all shapes and sizes. Some appetizers you eat with your fingers, some with a fork. Sometimes everyone at the table will have to share one dish. A plate of nachos or dim sum may be placed in the center of the table for everyone to enjoy a little. Whether its a shared appetizer or one on your own plate, portions are meant to be small so that you dont get full. Also, your individual appetizer is usually just one type of food and doesnt have a heavy sauce or gravy.
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BREAD AT THE TABLE

1. Put one serving on your bread plate, or, if there isnt one, put the bread on your dinner plate. One serving of bread equals:


	[image: image] One roll

	[image: image] One to three bread sticks

	[image: image] One slice

	[image: image] One small hunk (broken off the main loaf)



2. Put one serving of butter on your plate.

3. Break off a bite-sized piece of bread.

4. Hold the bread between your thumb and forefinger , not in the palm of your hand.

5. Butter the bread , or dip it in oil if thats whats on the table.

6. Enjoy!





SOUPONLY TWO WAYS TO EAT IT!

No matter where you are in the world, soup is often the first course of your meal. And whether you are in Beijing, New York, Cairo, or Mexico City, there are only two ways to eat it.

1. With a spoon. Soupspoons come in all shapes and sizes, but they are all designed to get the liquid and whatever solid food there is in your bowl to your mouth. Whether the soup is hot or cold, there are some basic skills that you can use. They are all designed to help prevent spillsor, if you have a spill, to keep it out of your lap. The best way to eat soup is to skim your spoon across the top of the soup, away from yourself. If you need to tip the bowl to get those last spoonfuls, tip it away from yourself. Once you have a mouthful of soup on your spoon, lean forward slightly and sip the broth from the edge of the spoon. If there are chunks of food in your soup, put the edge of the spoon on your lip and tip the chunky soup into your mouth. If you put the whole spoon in your mouth, you are more likely to dribble.

[image: image]


When you are done, put the spoon on the plate that is under the bowl or cup. If there is no plate, or no room on the plate, leave the spoon in the bowl or mug. Make sure the spoon will not topple out when the waiter comes to clear the table.


2. By sipping it directly from the mug, cup, or bowl.

[image: image] If your soup is served in a mug with a handle you may drink it, as you would drink a beverage.

[image: image] If your soup is served in a cup, take your cue from the presence of handles. If there are none, use your spoon to eat the soup.

[image: image] If your soup is served in a large, flat bowl with a rim, you really cant drink from it. But you can drink from a smaller bowl if it has a handle on each side.




Whichever container you have for your soup, if you are drinking directly from it, just take one swallow at a time. Also, to get the chunks of meat or vegetables, use your spoon rather than try to slurp them into your mouth directly from the container.




HOW DO YOU EAT IT?

FRENCH ONION SOUP

One of the trickiest soups to eat is French onion soup. The melted cheese (and its stringy mozzarella or Gruyre, at that) sits on top of a slice of French bread that no one can eat in one bite. In order to get to the broth underneath, just take a small amount of cheese onto your spoon and twirl it until the strand forms a small clump. Then press the edge of the spoon against the side of the bowl to cut off the strand of cheese. It is okay to use a knife and fork to cut the cheese and bread. Eat the clump of cheese and bread. If strands of the cheese dangle down to your chin, bite them off cleanly and let them drop into the bowl. Then
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