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To my family, my friends, and my husband, Jordan,

who give me so much to celebrate every day.

And to all the people who host dinner parties,

cookouts, game nights, and get-togethers:

You are the glue of our communities.

[image: Illustration of four individuals dancing. Two women and two men are depicted in various dance poses, showcasing different styles of clothing and hairstyles.]
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Foreword


The first time I met Amber, she was center stage on a panel of event planners. I was then celebrating my twentieth year as a chef and caterer, so I, like a lot of folks in the room, was accustomed to the tried-and-true tactics that had built all our careers. I guess that’s why when Amber, with all her brilliant poise, started speaking her simple truth, the room was primed for her message.

Because she came to event planning with fresh eyes and struck out on her own so early, she had no misguided fidelity to old rules. Amber’s vision for her company, To Be Hosted, included, as a central business practice, her sitting fully in her position as a young woman of color. As such, she would bring life, culture, and color to event planning by starting from a creative ether filled with the kith and kin she had watched get overlooked in favor of the more familiar alternatives. Because this network of hers was inherently full of dope, creative, and hungry small-business owners, there was not just equity in this model but profit—and ultimately, superlative events.

This recalibration of the ethical center was the missing piece in the decades-long conversation in hospitality about parity and access. This young woman, not even thirty years old at the time, was able to deploy a wealth of skill to pull off everything from large-scale conference productions to intimate dinner parties. And because her network was so robust, Amber would eventually grow her brand to include a magazine called While Entertaining to celebrate and share the bounty of talent she was witnessing. She created five volumes of a joyful, beautifully composed magazine full of celebratory pages heralding the brilliance of the chefs, wine and drink folks, florists, and all manner of artists in her To Be Hosted community. The magazine evolved into a newsletter of the same name, where she continues to share how the pros make their magic. On social media, Amber also offers a series called Soirée School, her master class of tips and event-planning tricks. All this work is the DNA of the book you are about to read.

My first reaction when Amber told me about this book was: I want the first copy. The book couldn’t help being brilliant because it was born out of her profound belief that you should have access to and be inspired by a wider, more colorful range of influences as you plan life’s celebrations, from everyday suppers to elaborate events.

Amber Mayfield Hewett is a woman I am proud to call my friend and peer. In this book, she has codified and organized an intensive and insightful plan of action that will make entertaining more joyful for you and your guests. And she has done it with that signature Amber style and grace that we haven’t seen since B. Smith gifted us with B. Smith’s Entertaining and Cooking for Friends. This is a book you will want to give as a gift, to pass down to your children, and to reference often as a companion to your greatest entertaining moments.

—THÉRÈSE NELSON Chef, writer, and founder of BlackCulinaryHistory.com
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Introduction Welcome. I’ve Been Expecting You.


My story starts at the dinner table (as all good stories do). In 2017, I started a supper club called To Be Hosted. At the time, I was in my early twenties, living in Harlem, New York, and working as an assistant at Bravo TV. Like many twentysomethings who move to the big city, I loved going to parties, traversing the city’s bustling restaurant scene, and meeting new people. The more I explored, the more I was drawn to restaurants, late-night speakeasies, and members-only clubhouses. I ended up at some incredibly beautiful and buzzy places, but something was always missing. Even though I was surrounded by people all the time, I was lonely. And so I started thinking a lot about feelings of belonging and how those feelings show up in how we gather.

At the same time, my interests were expanding beyond a career in television. I knew it would only be a matter of time before my parents started to question how long I would be capturing social media content for reality TV stars. When I thought about the things I loved (food and parties), the things I needed (passion-driven work and safe spaces), and the things I wanted out of this life (community and enjoyment), all signs pointed toward creating my own supper club. In particular, a supper club that would highlight Black chefs and create experiences where all diners would feel cared for and connected.

When I started To Be Hosted, I planned dinner parties at any location that would welcome us. There was a filmmaker who rented me the basement of his brownstone, and art galleries, coffee shops, and coworking offices that let me use their spaces after hours. For each dinner, I would bring in a chef, an artist, and a musician to be part of the event. I would spend hours thinking about how to weave together each of our perspectives, and I would pore over every detail, from the menu to the table design to the seating arrangements. I wanted to make guests feel like their presence was highly anticipated and important to me—because it was.

I organized my first To Be Hosted dinner party at a coworking space in SoHo. I invited friends, friends of friends, roommates, coworkers, and a few people I had met while out and about in the city. There were twenty-four guests who entered as strangers, but as the night went on, they were laughing and exchanging stories like old friends. We enjoyed a family-style dinner while a cellist played instrumental versions of popular songs (including “Mask Off” by Future). By the end of the night, my perspective on parties, and particularly dinner parties, had completely changed. The experience gave me a feeling I had never felt before. It felt like belonging. It felt like leisure. It felt like pure enjoyment. From that evening onward, my work planning events has been grounded in the belief that great parties bring out the best in people.

Since starting To Be Hosted, I have curated countless dinner parties. Along the way, I became quite good at organizing events. Before long, my expertise was sought after by everyone from rising entrepreneurs, artists, and musicians to top companies and household brands. I have planned cocktail parties, dinner parties, black-tie galas, and even a few weddings. The planning of parties has taken me from brownstones in Harlem to vineyards in Sonoma County, California, from the small village of Cadenet in southeastern France to art galleries in the Shoreditch area of London. The more parties I planned, the more certain I became that I had a special gift that I was meant to share.

I can trace my love of parties and hosting back to my childhood. My mother and her mother were my first examples of great hosts. When I think of my grandmother’s house in Teaneck, New Jersey, I think of Easter mornings, after-church luncheons, reunions with cousins, and an overstocked pantry that kept all the grandchildren well fed. And when I think of my parents’ house in Nanuet, New York, I think of Christmas dinners, backyard cookouts, team gatherings, and family birthday dinners that would always end with a personalized cake from the local bakery.

When I was growing up, my parents were both teachers; my dad was also a coach (he still is), and my brother and I played sports from as young an age as I can remember. Our family schedule was filled with early mornings, tight schedules, and a lot of shuttling from one activity to the next. But for birthdays and holidays, we always slowed down and made time to gather. We were all home at the same time, and we enjoyed big, bountiful meals together. I grew to love holidays, dinner parties, cookouts, and celebrations for this reason. And I was particularly interested in the careful planning that defined the days and weeks leading up to these events.

Watching my mother and grandmother prepare for our family gatherings fascinated me. Even at a young age, I recognized that their pre-party routines were as much of a ritual as the celebration itself. After observing so intently, I was excited when I was called on to peel sweet potatoes or snap the ends off string beans. I especially loved taking out the “good plates” to set the table while pretending not to listen as my aunts and uncles whispered among themselves. Helping prepare for the family gatherings was actually a really easy way to “get in some grown folks’ business,” but kitchen gossip aside, I learned that seeing a culture through the lens of its pre-party rituals is a very special thing. There are stories exchanged, techniques and recipes that can only be learned by doing.

When I got older and started hosting my friends and family, I found myself returning to the same pre-party routines that I’d observed my mother and grandmother perform. And I refined these practices when I started To Be Hosted and made party planning my profession.

[image: A collage of various birthday celebrations featuring children, cakes, balloons, and family gatherings. Images include children playing, eating, and interacting with adults.]
To take a keen interest in the details of how we host is to have a stake in how we define cultures, how we heal our generations, and how we reaffirm our community bonds. How we eat, what music we listen to, what we talk about, how we make each other feel—these are the ingredients that fuel social camaraderie. This is the true power of hosting and the dynamic responsibility of hosts. And this is what has compelled me to put my experiences down on paper and share my practices with you.

I set out to find a solution for mundane social scenes and lonely Tuesday-night dinners. By dining with strangers, I found my people (a few of them are pictured opposite). I learned about the world, and I learned about myself. When times are good (and when they are bad), I believe we can turn to hosting to keep our loved ones close and make our communities stronger.

In this book, you will find my arsenal of ideas and techniques to help you get the most out of hosting. With care and intention, I’ve compiled these resources to help you cultivate your own hosting rituals that are fueled by creativity and a sensitivity toward how you make people feel. It’s your turn to host, and I am honored to be here helping you plan for moments of joy.

Let’s get this party started!

[image: A person in a denim shirt prepares food on a counter. Another individual holds a fork and a glass while eating. A third person sits at a table with flowers. A man in a suit holds a wine glass.]





How to Use This Book


Your Turn to Host is for the aspiring host who needs an empowered start as much as it is for the seasoned host in search of some fresh perspective. I want you to turn to this book not as a rigid, one-size-fits-all instruction manual, but as a source for information and inspiration.

We’ll begin with Making Your Home a Destination for Gathering (here), where we will focus on preparation that supports hosting casually, “effortlessly,” and spontaneously.

In The Anatomy of a Good Shindig (here), I’ll share my comprehensive, step-by-step guide for every piece of the party-planning puzzle. Here is where you will learn to love details, lists, and timelines. And after the preparation, I’ll give you my pointers for leading a party artfully, too.

Next, you will find an all-access peek inside Parties at My Place (here), where I illustrate how my planning philosophies translate to the parties and get-togethers I host at home. I’ll bring you along to events big and small, and offer up a ton of party-specific tips and lessons.

And in The Finer Details (here), you will find a collection of resources and recommendations to finalize your party plans.


The Entertaining Journal

I started journaling about my party planning and party experiences very early in my hosting journey. I find that handwriting my plans, musings, and after-party notes is important for setting intentions and maintaining a hosting approach that is carefully considered. In my journal, I preserve recipes, document planning techniques, and archive special stories
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ops/images/f0017-01.jpg





ops/images/f0015-01.jpg





ops/images/f0013-01.jpg





ops/images/f0008-01.jpg





ops/images/9781648294471.jpg
A Guide to Great Parties
and Gatherings

AMBER MAYFIELD HEWETT






ops/images/f0010-01.jpg





ops/images/f0005-01.jpg





ops/images/f0002-01.jpg





ops/images/f0003-01.jpg
A Guide to Great Parties and Gatherings

“‘Your

‘l'urn
O

‘Host

AMBER MAYFIELD HEWETT

7\

ARTISAN | NEW YORK





