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INTRODUCTION

Like all the best and most famous partnerships, we met at a jumble sale while wearing bumbags. From our first words to each other, commenting on a vat of chilli that was being sold by the paper cup, it was clear that our common ground was food: buying it, cooking it, eating it. We were both struggling to forge our careers in similar industries – TV and radio – so we had a lot of time and not much money. We’d either cook for each other every week, or try a place for a cheap lunch that we couldn’t otherwise afford for dinner (daytime set menus are the frugal restaurant-lover’s secret weapon, it turns out).

Hosting was our mutual passion – getting everyone around a big table, laying out a feast and creating that warm feeling that comes from full stomachs and noisy chat. The beauty of having people round for a meal is the bustle and commotion of an evening shared, coupled with the intimate feeling of being a guest in someone’s home. A few months after we met, we decided to set ourselves a challenge: could we make our lunch ‘club’ bigger and open the doors to our homes to cook for other people? Not just friends, but complete strangers?

When we started our supper club we didn’t exactly know what a supper club was. So we made up the rules. To the first one, we invited as many people as we had chairs (16); we decorated the table with hyacinth bulbs and served slow-cooked lamb and lemon posset. We accidentally grilled the lamb and the room was so warm that the flowers wilted before the dessert came out. But people stayed until the wee small hours and staggered home with new friends’ numbers in their phones. We marked that one up as a success.

Fours years on and we have learned a lot. As home cooks we know the pitfalls of throwing a dinner party (we once had to make 12 lemon tarts before we got a single one that was successful), but having run the supper club we also know great cheats, shortcuts and tips that make hosting that bit more breezy. Here they are in one place.

This is a book of menus: 24 occasions when we have welcomed people round to ours, and we hope to make you feel like you might want to do the same. It will help you decide what to cook, but also how to set the mood and make the most of your space. It will, we hope, take the stress out of entertaining.

I’m sure, like us, you have a shelf of recipe books that you rely on. If we want the ultimate chocolate fudge cake, we dig out a Nigella. If we need a great vegetarian curry, we turn to Anna Jones. But if we are racking our brains for a full spread for six friends on a Friday night, we sometimes struggle to find one source. So we thought we’d write just that book.

The food is really important but don’t forget, having people round is about sharing a great night. It’s hard to go wrong with fun people, lots of booze and a killer playlist – even if you do serve pineapple and cheese on sticks.

Use Round to Ours as a guide – for inspiration, ideas and insights. It’s not meant to be dwelled upon too much, if we’re honest – it’s only dinner, after all. There’s no point in crying over spilt milk, never mind burnt lemon tarts.
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music
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We don’t just stick on music for when guests walk through the door – setting the mood is as important for the person doing the cooking as it is for the people coming to eat. So while we are doing our prep we like to listen to something relaxing. French radio station Fip is a trusty choice; anchored by women with soft dulcet tones, they usually play music we have never heard before – everything from rap to jazz. We have absolutely no idea what’s going on though – we have one GCSE in French between us! But being oblivious to the chat of the DJs actually helps us to focus.

On the night, music plays a really big role and no supper club would be complete without the record player. We delve into Jon’s (Laura’s boyfriend) extensive Northern Soul record collection and guests are encouraged to put on records and bring their favourite vinyl.

Make sure the volume is low enough for conversation to flow but loud enough to create atmosphere.

Our top 10 soul records:

Two Can Have a Party | Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell
Getting Mighty Crowded | Betty Everett
Soul Time | Shirley Ellis
He Was Really Sayin’ Somethin’ | The Velvelettes
You’re Gonna Need Me | Ted Ford
Night Train | James Brown
Green Onions | Booker T. and The M.G.s
Tainted Love | Gloria Jones
You Hit Me Like TNT | Linda Jones
Take Me In Your Arms | Kim Weston

If in doubt, or lacking a turntable, make a playlist on Spotify, or enlist your most dedicated muso friend.

There are, of course, those times when you just need something last-minute – a guaranteed crowd-pleaser – and a film soundtrack is perfect for such moments.

Our favourite film soundtracks for a dinner party:

Amélie
Drive
The Virgin Suicides
Trainspotting
The Graduate
Pulp Fiction
The Descendant
Help!
Purple Rain
Dirty Dancing
The Breakfast Club
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lighting
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We have been in many dinner situations where we’ve found ourselves sitting under a million spotlights or one central bulb. When you are trying to create atmosphere or mood, turn off or turn down all ceiling lighting and illuminate the space with lamps. Strings of festoon lights that interconnect are great to light an outdoor space and can be brought out for any event – we bought ours online and we have used them at every gathering since.

Candles are a really inexpensive way of setting the tone: the rolled beeswax variety creates a warm light and can double up as a table ornament in beautiful candlesticks. We always have a scented candle burning in the room – earthy fragrances like amber and sage in winter and lighter floral notes like orange blossom or geranium in summer. It’s worth investing in a good-quality scented candle: our go-to brand is Diptyque as they last for ages. We also love Haeckels and Earl of East. You only need to burn a candle for a few minutes for the room to be smelling wonderful all evening.
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plates, platters and cutlery
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For as long as we have been running the supper club we have used Falcon enamelware. We would love to tell you it was the plates’ utilitarian look and beautiful striped edges that fitted in with our grand style master-plan, but in all honesty they are just the most practical piece of kit we use: stackable, lightweight, unbreakable and practically non-stick. Plus, in a small apartment they are handy space-savers.

We intersperse these with our ceramics: we often find lone pieces at car-boot sales rather than sets, so none of it ‘goes together’ but this adds character. If you want to be adventurous then why not sign up to a ceramics class and make your own? Granted this may be a lengthy process (everyone can use paper plates until you’ve finished the set!), but the results are so rewarding.

Large platters are very practical for big lunches or dinners; guests can just help themselves rather than you having to fuss with individually plating food. There are some really fabulous ones in the likes of The Conran Shop or Liberty London but they don’t have to be expensive – platters are usually the items that go into the sale. We bought most of our serving platters second-hand and they were really inexpensive (change from a fiver!). It’s worth having a selection of different styles for different occasions: plain, patterned, ceramic, contemporary and wooden, for everything from canapés to pasta. At our Scandinavian supper club we went for the D.I.Y. option and served the starters on wooden boards that we salvaged from a local skip. We cut them to size, sanded and cleaned them up – quite a job, but it was worth going the extra mile, especially as they were free!

Cutlery for us should be clean and simple and it’s worth investing in a set – vintage or new. We have a great set of timeless ivory-handled cutlery that we picked up from a seaside town (it’s always worth a detour via the charity shops).
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glassware
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Formal stemmed wine glasses can feel quite traditional. We have no rules when it comes to what we serve our drinks in – cocktails in our favourite amber tumblers from Duralex; fizz in our shallow stackable glasses; and coffee in recycled glass yoghurt pots bought in French supermarkets. Don’t be afraid to have a mismatched selection on your table. And for table water we save handsome old bottles and refill them. Try adding a little cucumber, coriander, mint or grapefruit – this also brings a subtle hint of colour to the table.



linens
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We have this nosy habit, wherever we go, of finding out where the linens are from, whether it’s the crisp bedsheets in a hotel or the napkins in a restaurant. Don’t feel cheeky about asking, most people love to share information. Once, on a trip to Mexico we traced the origin of the napkins to a man in an Oaxaca forest, then had them shipped back to the UK – we know this sounds pretty extreme for napkins but it just goes to show anything is possible (and the lengths we will go to for a bargain!). They are now one of our most treasured and most used possessions.

For our first few supper clubs we used IKEA tea towels as napkins. They are cheaper than a bag of crisps and they can look really chic (honestly). We cut the labels off and starched the hell out of them, folded them artfully and hey presto! We still bring them out for dinner parties now and we are always asked where they’re from.

In charity shops, antique fairs and car-boot sales, tablecloths with imperfections, marks or holes will often be marked down in price, but if you are layering several then you can cover them up. You can mix different fabrics and textures to cover a large table. Going to the haberdashery and getting offcuts of fabric can be useful for table runners and if you’re nifty with a sewing machine or, like us, you love Wonderweb, then you can finish the edges yourself.



finishing touches
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When it comes to serving up, it’s best (and easiest) to keep things as relaxed as possible; informal and plentiful is far more inviting than rigid and sparse. Then, by adding a few flourishes, a simple sharing plate can be brought to life. If you don’t have enough ramekins, for instance, why not use big sharing bowls for mousse or Eton Mess?

Think about textures and colours, even when it comes to your food. In winter, try brightening up a piece of slow-cooked meat by finishing with some apricots or pistachios. In summer, salads really benefit from a scattering of pea shoots or torn herbs, and a big dollop of aïoli will bring humble beans to life.

A mandoline is really useful for making quick and rough salads with kohlrabi, radish and celeriac; it doesn’t need to be precise but will look great – we use ours all the time.

Edible flowers are a fantastic way of adding something really special to any simple dish – sweet or savoury. There are so many ways you can use them – crystallise them, make floral sugars (lilac is a favourite) or dry them. Rose petals look like jewels when scattered over chicken and a handful of fresh scarlet nasturtiums in a bowl of green leaves looks spectacular.

You can buy them online or at some greengrocers but growing your own is a much cheaper option. We buy ours already started from Herbal Haven (herbalhaven.com).



place settings
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At the supper clubs we always have a table plan: people like direction and can feel lost if they don’t have an allocated seat. It’s also a way for us to be strategic and encourage guests to meet new people. We always want to steer away from anything too twee (we are not wedding planners) so we prefer to replace traditional name cards with something a little more unique. We often tie names to herb bundles or attach brown tags to personal table gifts.

Guests love to have something to take away with them, so we tend to make extra of one element of the menu – for example, for our first supper club we made a rosemary-infused oil (to rub on lamb) and we put the spare oil into brown apothecary bottles sourced from Wares of Knutsford. At another evening, when we served deep-fried courgette flowers, everyone’s gift was some courgette seeds in a little brown envelope to plant at home (though one guest did eat them!).

We have a typewriter and at the start of our supper club adventure we used to buy really good paper from the stationer’s or online from GF Smith, and type out the menu. We played around with textures and paper stocks – one of our favourites was a translucent peach paper.



flowers & plants

[image: image]

[image: image]

The past few years have seen a real resurgence of the use of flowers and plants in interior design. It wasn’t that long ago that terrariums weren’t available in the UK and ‘indoor plants’ used to mean a spider plant in the school art room. Flowers have become way more relaxed, unfussy and frivolous (no more stuffy centrepieces) and plants have become a dinner-party table staple.

Flowers, like fruit and vegetables, are seasonal, which will always help with keeping your table updated. Soft, pastel, dusty, full-headed blooms in summer are a good contrast to hearty foliage and climbing branches in winter. In summer, you can create a lovely-looking table simply with the addition of lavender plants, rosemary or mint, and they will also create a wonderful fragrance. In the colder months, mini squashes provide a wonderful burst of colour for the table.

Flowers and plants don’t just have to sit on the table: we once hung giant allium flowers upside down from the ceiling of the flat. Try it with big bunches of foliage and herbs, too. We tend to steer away from displaying flowers in standard vases, preferring Kilner jars, glass tumblers, ceramic pots or bottles.

And it’s really easy to add a flourish to the table by using smaller herbs and flowers, fresh, dried or pressed. For an autumnal supper club we pressed bright-red leaves and had these resting on the menus. We’ve done the same with meadow flowers then attached them with a gold paperclip. Taping fresh flowers to napkins using neon tape looked great too. A tie of seasonal herbs on each napkin looks lovely – this is something we have done when we have been short of time. Even a little sprig of rosemary would be enough to lift a really simple place setting.

greenery tips

–Visit flower markets for wholesale prices

–Try the garden centre for succulents and herb pots

–Press individual flowers from a bouquet you have received

–Dry out bunches of hydrangea heads or eucalyptus – the latter are particularly nice in the bathroom as the steam brings out the scent

–Get inspiration online: our favourite green Instagram follows are
@wormlondon, @graceandthorn,
@ruby_marylennox, @putnamflowers,
@nicamille, @thejungalow, and
@conservatory_archives.



shopping
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Over the years we have built up an eclectic selection of glassware, plates and table knick-knacks from our travels and there is no time like the present to start hoarding. Here are some of our favourite stores for a virtual rummage-through.

Etsy – vintage and handmade wares from all over the world. Try searching for linen, lighting, vases and candleholders. Most people are happy to post if you can cover the postage (ask even if it says they don’t post outside the US).

eBay – true bargains are still out there. Be specific and check back frequently (get the app).

Amazon – ideal for next-day essentials.

Gumtree – a surprising treasure trove for house plants. Find established growers for a fraction of the garden-centre price.

Duralex – very inexpensive glasses in many styles; try Bistro, Manhattan, Gigogne, Provence and Picardie Amber.

Fish Eddy’s (US-based but they ship to the UK) – vintage restaurant surplus.

Labour and Wait – enamelware in fantastic shades and utilitarian kitchen accessories.

Kana London; Anna Jones Ceramics; Suite One – handmade ceramics.

The Cloth Shop; Stella Dallas – vintage linens of all shapes and shades.

on your travels

Whenever you go away, whether it be a work trip, a weekend to the countryside or two weeks’ holiday on a beach, always leave some empty space in your suitcase and pack a towel to wrap up delicate treasures. Before you leave home research the local flea markets, second-hand stores and charity shops – save them on your phone map so they are easy to locate when you are in situ.

The Internet is, of course, an essential resource when finding these places, but there is nothing like a good tip from a local. Send out some emails or a shout-out on social media and get as many word-of-mouth pointers as you can. Follow the perpetual travellers on Instagram and search via hashtags for hidden gems.

Our best market tip requires you to be a bit ballsy. No matter where you are in the world, give haggling a go. Be confident and ask, ‘What’s your best price?’. This has worked for us many a time – with the local butcher, at an Italian flea market (just not in Topshop!).
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