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Introduction

I am never happier than seeing my loved ones sitting around the table with smiles on their faces as they enjoy delicious home-cooked food in a beautiful setting. The importance of supper at home has been instilled in me since I was a child. I have so many amazing memories of suppers shared with my family when we were children. The table laid with proper linen, fresh flowers and bowls of home-cooked food. The suppers nearly always ended with someone singing a song or one of us giving some sort of performance. This has now become a tradition at my suppers in my own home, sometimes even beginning before the main course hits the table! For me, this is what life is all about, enjoying memorable moments together. I truly hope that by sharing all my recipes, tips, tablescape ideas, menus and cocktails that you will start hosting your own suppers at home too.

I call it a supper rather than a dinner and you may wonder what the difference is. For me a supper is relaxed and informal – a delicious loaf of my Rosemary Clodagh Bread on a wooden board in the centre of the table with hands diving in to tear chunks off to dip in a seasonal soup, such as my Smoked Haddock & Corn Chowder. A supper is all about sharing food made by you around a table where your friends and family feel completely at home and relaxed.

I have created menus with a starter, main and dessert to give you an idea of what flavours work well together and that is also balanced. I have planned them so that the courses aren’t too laborious and some you can even cook a day ahead to make your supper stress free. You can also swap out the recipes to create the menu that you love best, but I would suggest trying to keep within the seasons as the food will always taste and look better.

To kick off my suppers, I love to set up a cocktail table with one seasonal special, such as my Sparkling Rhubarb Cocktail in the spring or the Blackberry & Rosemary Cocktail in the autumn. I also serve a delicious seasonal nibble, such as the Spring Pea Guacamole with Radishes, on the table with the cocktails. Always a fun way to start the evening! In the summer I will have this set up on a table with fresh flowers in the garden and during the colder months I’ll create the cocktail area in a more cosy setting by the fire.

Every week I develop recipes in my kitchen for my weekly Evening Standard column and for television shows, such as Channel 4’s Sunday Brunch, the NBC Today show and The Marilyn Denis Show in Canada, as well as many others including my weekly Youtube series. So there are lots of recipes to test every week and my favourites always end up at my suppers at home, where my best and worst critics give their reviews! I am so excited to share the 120 recipes that came out on top in the pages ahead. All the recipes have suggested curated supper menus but of course there are many ideas for soups, salads, pâtés, one-pot suppers, cakes and so on that are perfect for everyday cooking.

I have laid out the book to make it as simple as possible for you to find all that you need for creating the perfect supper at home! The first section is about the preparation, including a checklist of what you need to prepare before everyone arrives. This is followed by some beautiful seasonal tablescapes to give you lots of inspiration and ideas on how to easily turn your table into a visually spectacular setting. The second section focuses on the menu and recipes, to help you create a well-balanced menu that suits each season and occasion. I have also included festive occasions such as Easter, Christmas and Thanksgiving. Lastly a chapter on cocktails and nibbles to serve for when your guests arrive as well as some delicious treats for after supper like my Rosewater & Pistachio Florentines that just take 15 minutes to make.

Creating a magical supper is so much fun and will fill your home with special memories. Plan it out so that it’s not a stressful task but an enjoyable one where you can unleash your creative side. Sprigs of branches, herbs or flowers along the table with ambient candles dotted throughout, dried lavender on everyone’s napkins or figs with place settings popped in a slit of the fruit, are all so easy to create. One delicious pot of homemade food is so much more special than three courses of shop-bought ready meals. Keep it simple and cook the dishes that you love the most. Candles lit, playlist on, table laid, food cooked - all that’s left is to make yourself one of my delicious cocktails and let it be a night to remember.

Happy Suppers!

Love Clo xx
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The Menu

The menu is undoubtedly the most important part of my supper party and I always carve out a bit of time to create a well-balanced menu with courses complementing each other. I love getting into bed early with pen and paper a few nights before I host a supper and leisurely writing a menu that I will get excited about cooking.

IN SEASON

The first thing that I do is write out a list of foods that are in season. This is so important to me as seasonal ingredients always taste so much better and I love being present with the passing of the seasons. It creates such a memorable occasion – indeed all the recipes in the pages ahead mark the seasons. Seeing the first of the rhubarb in my local vegetable shop and making it into a syrup for a sparkling rhubarb cocktail – that first delicious sip has me right back to when I was a child and my mother would make butter pastry rhubarb tarts. That is exactly what suppers are all about for me – creating memories that will live on and on… Cooking with the seasons allows me to get excited about the coming months and the produce they will bring.

BALANCING THE MENU

When I am planning my supper, I start with the dish that I am most excited about cooking and then I build around it. Here’s what I always stick to. If I am cooking fish or something spicy for the main course, then I will tend to serve a light, refreshing dessert to cleanse the palate. To start the supper, a vegetable- or fish-based dish works very well, like my Gazpacho with Cucumber & Dill Salsa or Crab, Blood Orange & Fennel Salad. When it comes to a meat-based main course, I serve soups or other light meat dishes as a starter. I am never in favour of spicy or creamy courses following one another – I wouldn’t serve a cream-based dish after a chowder as it would be too rich. The trick is for your guests’ palates to be refreshed with different flavours after each course. The menu also goes with the season – I tend to eat more hearty foods in the winter (I think we all do!) and so during the colder months you can get away with serving more filling courses throughout the supper. In the summer, we look for lighter, fresher-tasting foods, as we don’t crave the warming comfort dishes of the colder months.


The Prep

Once you have decided on your menu, the next thing to start thinking about is how best to prepare and get organised. Everyone knows how to write a shopping list, but it might also help to have a checklist of everything you need to do beforehand, from choosing the wine to creating a playlist and even to thinking about who’s going to sit where. This is my helpful guide to everything that you need to consider before your supper.

SHOPPING LISTS

I am a bit of a list queen, it has been said… I like to be organised and making lists is how I take the stress out of any tasks. When it comes to hosting a supper at home, the shopping can be the most mundane part of it. I separate my shopping list into two sections. Dry ingredients and fresh ingredients. I go through my cupboards and check my stock of dry foods, candles, fizzy water, wine, etc and then make my list and do the order online and have them delivered days before, which saves time and energy. The fresh ingredients I spend more time on; if it’s fish that I am cooking, I take the time to go to a good fishmonger, as the better the quality, the better your cooking will taste! For meat, it is always worth the trip to a good butcher. If you are on a budget, then you’ll have a better range of cheaper, less-used cuts from the butcher, which is also a great place to get bones for broths and stocks if you are making a soup or risotto. The fresh ingredients I shop for the day before.

TABLETOP WARE

Don’t leave this until the last minute, or your guests could be eating off paper plates! Count how many guests you have for supper, then pull out all your crockery, cutlery and glassware. Decide which dish you are going to use for each course and count how many you have to ensure there’s enough for everyone. Do the same with your glassware, matching them to the wines and water you are serving. And then the platters (if using) for serving the food.

HERE’S MY FOOLPROOF SUPPER CHECKLIST

•   Count cutlery, crockery and glassware

•   Polish silverware and glassware

•   Cocktail set up – ice, shaker, liquor, soda water, lemons, cocktail glasses and tray

•   Linen – napkins and tablecloth

•   Two good playlists – one for before and during supper and one for after (if your suppers are like mine and you like a post-supper boogie!)

•   Candlesticks and holders, cleaned and polished

•   Candles for the table, around the house and a nice smelling candle in the bathroom

•   Vases for flowers cleaned and ready for arranging

•   Flowers for the table, around the house and also a small arrangement beside the sink in the bathroom

•   Water jugs filled with ice, mint and lemon slices

•   Butter sliced on small butter dishes with a little sprig of fresh rosemary

•   Small bowls for sea salt
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The Table

Along with creating the menu, styling the table is definitely one of my favourite parts of planning a supper. I love being able to transform my table into a space that reflects the seasons and the ingredients that I’m going to use. In this section, I share with you the best ways to create a beautifully set table that will make any supper even more special, and the great thing is that it can be done in advance leaving you more time to enjoy cooking.

HANDWRITTEN MENUS

A handwritten menu perched in the middle of your supper table sets such a lovely personal tone. This can be done really simply by using nice postcards or A5 blank white cards. I always write them in pencil (easy to rub out mistakes) and draw little illustrations of vegetables or festive images along the side. The following day, I clip the menu on my menu string in my kitchen as I love to stop and read back through them.

LINEN

Texture is important to create a beautiful table, and good linen will soften and warm hard textures, such as wood or glass. It is worth investing in a good tablecloth and napkins that will last you through the years. I love natural linen as the more you use and wash it the better it becomes. I have four different sets of linen – one for each of the four seasons. Soft blush pink for summer, mustard for autumn, teal green for winter and soft sage green for spring. The linen for me is the canvas to the table, and I build upon that, introducing colours through flowers, and crockery that will reflect the season and work with the linen. Linen napkins bring a softness to the table that you won’t get from using paper. As well as linen, I have a drawer where I keep all different colours and textures of ribbon – these are to tie napkins with sprigs of seasonal flowers or herbs.

CROCKERY, CUTLERY AND GLASSWARE

Most of my crockery, cutlery and glassware come from second-hand stores and markets. This is the best place to pick up special pieces for your table without it costing a fortune. Don’t worry about not getting matching sets – I love to mix and match as it brings more personality to the table. Also keep an eye out for flower vases, jugs and small bowls that can be used for sea salt, sauces and butter. I recently picked up a whole set of Irish china for €20 in a charity shop in County Kerry, Ireland and these mixed charity-shop-bought plates look so pretty even though they don’t match. It’s well worth taking an afternoon out to forage through a second-hand store to find treasures for your table.

FLOWERS

Like my food, I always use seasonal flowers. Seeing the seasons visually throughout my home makes me so happy and on my table it creates a seasonal moment. The flowers are fresher, more pert and usually cheaper when you buy in season. If you live in the country or you visit the country a lot, go and pick wild flowers from the hedgerows. I do this most weekends. I like to use one to three types of flowers on a table, as any more in the mix and it gets too busy. A lot of the time I just use one variety, even if it’s just a simple bluebell in spring, as it makes such an impact.

When I’m using just one type of flower, I use lots of them and place one to two stems in different-sized jars or vases around the table. I also place one on everyone’s napkin as part of the place setting. Ivy running down the centre of a rectangular table can look great; add little night lights throughout and small jars of flowers. Big sprigs of tree branches look fantastic at the end of the table or on a side board – you can do this at any time of the year. The idea is to bring as much seasonality to the supper table as possible.
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The Table SPRING

For me, a spring table is all about adding freshness and vitality to the table. Beautiful shades of green with fresh white flowers and green stems are a staple during spring. Lots of stem vases with two or three wild garlic flowers or snowdrops look so pretty running down the centre of the table, with a large vase in the centre or to the side filled with large branches with buds about to open. Bluebells are such a pretty spring flower and look lovely in stem glasses or as a sprig on every napkin. A flood of daffodils can look really cheerful on a white linen tablecloth or try them as small bunches tied with twine on each napkin.

I also love decorating the table with seasonal vegetables. At this time of year, fresh radishes with their long, green leaves look fabulous dotted along the table, or again placed on each napkin. Green linen napkins, sage or olive, are my favourite shades during spring. They look beautiful on a wooden table or on a fresh white or cream linen tablecloth. Matched with pewter plates or pottery it all looks stunning. A spring table with delicate simple flowers and soft green seasonal colours really captures this special time of year and brightens up your home after a long winter.
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The Table SUMMER

This summer table that I have created is dressed with a soft, blush pink, washed linen cloth. I then use blue and white Danish or Portuguese-style crockery with soft, blush pink, washed linen napkins folded on top and wrapped with pink velvet ribbon. I then insert the cutlery under the ribbon. Along the table I have single stems of peonies or tulips, which look so delicate and pretty.

I love picking wild flowers at this time of year and creating a meadow-like feel for the table. Little bundles of cottage roses in between tealights in pretty glass jars or brass stem candlesticks are so romantic.

When it comes to the end of the summer and heritage tomatoes are available at farmers’ markets, I also love to use those for decorating the table. The different colours and varieties of tomatoes look so beautiful. Soft, blue linen is also gorgeous in the summer and if you are near the coast do go and collect some pretty shells to place on pale blue napkins. Larger flat shells can also be used as butter, salt and salsa dishes.
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The Table AUTUMN

Autumn is my favourite table to create. The interesting different shades of brown, mustard and purple all look so stunning on the table. I love a mustard-coloured linen tablecloth set off with lilac linen napkins and small bunches of dried lavender sprigs tied together with twine. It reminds me of harvest-time in Provence. Big bunches of wheatsheaves in vases at each end of the table or the centre, and other dried flowers in small vases across the table also look beautiful. I tie small bunches of dried lavender on the backs of the chairs which not only looks pretty but also smells amazing.

Another great look is blackberry or sloe berry sprigs on each napkin with longer sprigs in vases along the table. There are also so many amazing varieties of small ornamental squashes that you can buy in your local vegetable store or market available in wonderful colours that look fantastic.

Another idea is brown leaves that you can press between books to make sure they don’t curl up and then place them on each table setting with acorns on top. They also make great name places as you can write on them! Large fig leaves used as charger plates or in the centre of the table under bowls or candles look fabulous, too.
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The Table WINTER

Fresh figs, heather, pussy willow, red berry branches, pomegranates and clementines are all in season during the winter months and make any table look so magical. In this setting I am using my teal blue linen tablecloth and napkins, which not only give a lovely warmth but also go so well with winter reds and the earthy colours of fresh figs and heather. I buy the heather in pots which I keep in the garden, then I cut the sprigs when I need them to decorate my table. Simple bundles of heather tied together on a napkin look so lovely. I also use fresh figs as table settings and by making a slit halfway down (cutting from the top) you can pop name cards into them. Big, beautiful sprigs of pussy willow look fabulous as a centrepiece to a winter table, with a few sprigs of red berry branches dotted throughout. Add a few fairy lights (battery powered) around them for an instant festive ambience!

When I am planning my festive tables during the winter, I often use clementines to decorate the place settings. Try to find the ones with the green leaves on them so you can write your guests’ names on the leaf. Arrange halved pomegranates along the table as the jewels inside the fruit look so prettty and festive. Finally don’t forget to add lots of candles to light up your Christmas table!
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Ambience

LIGHTING

This is the most vital element besides the food for a supper. A brightly lit room is my idea of a total nightmare as it makes me feel tired incredibly quickly and there is nothing relaxing about bright lights! It takes no time to quickly check the bulbs on your lamps and there are many lovely soft light bulbs available. Next up, overhead lights never work for me so just turn them off. Having had my own restaurants for many years I firmly believe that most people don’t like these either.

What I have learned is that you simply can’t have too many candles! To be really picky the flicker of a candle should be lower than your chin and not at eye-level or above as this creates the most flattering and soft light. This might sound a bit over the top but it’s always good to know when you are buying candlesticks. I adore brass candlesticks, which can be found on eBay or at second-hand stores. Also, have fun with coloured candles – my favourites are natural wax but I also love olive green and blush pink which can really add to the look of the table. Don’t forget about the area surrounding your table, such as mantelpieces, side tables and drinks cabinets. Floods of tealights in brown paper bags or glass jars at the entrance or around the garden can look gorgeous but remember to put out quite a few either dotted in a
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