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EAT! the true cooking club story

WHO WE ARE AND HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Cooking in New York City is like driving—no one in their right mind does it. In this city, dinner at home requires only two ingredients: a phone and a drawer full of take-out menus. Mongolian at midnight? Not a problem. Cooking, on the other hand, involves trawling for elfin-sized groceries at your corner deli, boxing out an angry executive to nab the last bottle of soy sauce, and then lugging a shopping bag up four flights of stairs in a brownstone walk-up to an apartment that you can't afford anyway. Never mind that when you make it home, what's called a kitchen by realtors is often a Holly Hobbie oven in the corner of the living room, an alcove off the bedroom, or sometimes part of the bathroom. In the end, leaving the groceries by the fridge to meet friends at the new tapas bar on the ground floor of your building seems like a more appetizing option.

So, why would six young independent New York women join forces to form a modern-day Tupperware party? Well, legend has it that Cooking Club was conceived late one night at Le Cordon Bleu over a warm platter of truites aux morilles. In reality, it was the six of us at lunch, staring into wilted Au Bon Pain salads in plastic containers, pondering greener pastures. Since we were all in entry-level publishing jobs, lunch for us was a ritualistic escape from a morning of unjamming the Xerox machine and opening reader mail. During this lunch, the subject turned, as it often did, to food—foods we loved, foods we ate growing up, foods we wished we ate growing up. Slowly, an idea began to take shape: We could meet once a month to try new recipes and bond as we did best—over food.

Looking back, the idea wasn't entirely without precedent in our lives. Publishing's not a lucrative game, and we were at the bottom of its food chain. We couldn't afford to eat out or order in every night, even if we wanted to. Three of us shared a tiny apartment on the Upper West Side, and our closetlike bedrooms hinged on the quintessential apartment anomaly: a spacious galley kitchen (complete with a dishwasher) that was downright suburban in size. With a square window cut through the wall of the kitchen facing into the living room, the apartment cleverly allowed a continuous flow of conversation between the roommate in the kitchen making her dinner (cereal or pasta) and the roommates flopped on the couch. Three individual meals were eaten and prepared in intervals like tag-team potluck. While the meals were not inspired, the conversation was. This was our postgraduate family dinner, when we would catch up on newsworthy gossip. (“Your bed was still made this morning … start talking NOW.”)

So, it's only natural that eventually we realized our dinnertime ritual was a recipe worth repeating. But the increasing demands of work and love lives made planning group get-togethers nearly impossible. Sitting in Au Bon Pain that day, someone suggested the perfect solution: We'd have a set-in-stone date the first Sunday of every month. Each person would have to prepare only one dish for the group dinner, a realistic goal. (We'd all had short stints in book clubs, and gave them up when we became overwhelmed by the all-too-familiar feeling of sitting in class without having done the homework.) Suddenly, we were all talking at once—Spanish night, crepe parties, could we master Indian cooking? None of us really knew how to cook, but the idea of a regular meeting with close female buddies was reason enough to sign on. We congratulated ourselves, set a date, and Cooking Club was born.

The inaugural meeting went off without a hitch. Lucia made a winning Simon and Garfunkel chicken dish (with parsley, sage, rosemary, and thyme), and Sharon brought wine from the Finger Lakes. But when the second meeting was called to order in Becky's apartment, ironically located in the Hell's Kitchen neighborhood, we were not so lucky. We sat down to a dinner vaguely dubbed Autumn Harvest Night—a catastrophic menu that included pumpkin bisque, Middle Eastern couscous, and olive ravioli. Soon after that we unanimously decided that each meal must have an assigned theme—not only to inspire and unite the group but to prevent any future fusion confusion.

It's hard to believe that we've been meeting and eating for five years now. Too many cooks in the kitchen? Not in this group. The recipe that we got right the first time was our mix of good girlfriends. At the end of the weekend, having a group to consult on any matter of concerns—“Are these leather pants too tight?” or “Can someone proofread my résumé?”—has been the most rewarding part of Cooking Club. Our Sunday dinners have survived two weddings, countless boyfriends (good and bad), and at least fourteen job changes. We're not even assistants anymore—we finally have the careers that we longed for during the days we spent figuring out how to transfer calls on a six-line office phone. We've graduated to our own apartments and even cook for ourselves in them, and have learned that balancing not only the menu but our different personalities was like perfecting a great but tricky recipe. Finding a middle ground in both friendships and cooking has been part of the process, and much of the fun. And the results have been more satisfying than we could have imagined.
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WE COOK SEPARATELY, BECAUSE IT'S EATING EN MASSE THAT'S IMPORTANT


recipe for a cooking club

INGREDIENTS FOR GETTING STARTED

Whenever we tell friends that we have a cooking club, some laugh, but most quickly fire off a battery of questions about the ground rules of our Sunday night suppers. And as we've sat there relating the details of our meetings, meals, and mishaps, we've witnessed more than one friend distractedly begin searching her mental Rolodex for potential members to form her own group. We're proud to say that we've helped launch several other cooking clubs in the greater New York area. That's actually one of the reasons why we've written this book—to tell people how much fun it is to cook with your friends. It's tastier than a book club, less regimented than family dinner (you only have to eat all your vegetables if you want to), and it beats leftover pizza any day. Here, to help get you going, are answers to questions we're asked all the time.

WHEN AND HOW OFTEN SHOULD WE MEET? We've found that once a month is frequent enough to be regular without feeling like a chore. But if you want to get together more often and all clubmates are willing, then go for it. We like to meet on Sundays because it's the end of the weekend, which means there is less interference with exciting plans (with the added bonus of hearing the immediate recap of Katherine's hot Saturday night date). Plus, you have all day to cook. Not that you'll need it, but it's nice to know that you won't have to cram a slowly simmered stew into thirty minutes after work.

WHAT TIME OF DAY? Dinner makes the most sense to us, but you might want to shake things up with a brunch (see page 122), lunch, or midnight munch. Whatever meal you choose, plan on at least a half hour for stragglers (or Lisa) to show up. The only time Lisa hasn't shown up a half hour late was the Sunday we changed the time by thirty minutes and forgot to tell her. So, Lisa, we're meeting at seven now instead of seven-thirty forever, okay? (Note that while this is momentarily infuriating, when she unveils fifty hand-wrapped Vietnamese spring rolls or a perfect pinwheel strawberry tart, one bite and we forgive her, till next month.)

HOW MANY MEMBERS? We found six to be a great number because inevitably somebody's going to be out of town, or have some other shoddy excuse, which, while devastating, is less so when you know someone's still bringing dessert.

WHAT IS WINE DUTY? Wine Duty was invented because in addition to the person who's going to be out of town, there's also the person who will be out of town until Sunday night and is soooo sorry but just may not have time to do that asparagus terrine she's been talking up for a month over e-mail. It's the get-out-of-jail-free card because, frankly, there are times when cooking takes too long (see “The Quick Fix,” page 98). The problem with Wine Duty for a Sunday
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