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Supper Clubs: How it all began

From its beginnings in 1999 supper clubs have popped up all over the world.

The Cooking Light Supper Club phenomenon continues to spread—around the globe, and around the clock. The idea is simple: Because all members share a common interest in cooking and meal planning, creating the menu—and the meal itself—is a team effort. Getting together for regular dinner parties is combining what Cooking Light readers like best—good food with great company. 

From its beginnings in 1999 with the first CL Supper Club in northern California, clubs have popped up from Paris, France, to Perth, Australia, and all points in between. Clubbers usually connect through the bulletin boards at CookingLight.com and prepare recipes from the magazine. We first featured the phenomenon in “Come on Over and Cook” in May 2000, and Cooking Light Supper Clubs appeared in a Food Network TV special that same month. 

Today, there are hundreds of clubs. Calling them “supper” clubs may soon be obsolete —Cooking Light brunch and lunch clubs also are springing up. Although most clubs start as a group of strangers, each quickly evolves into a tribe of devoted friends. 

To help you launch a club of your own, we’ve gathered tips, stories and guides.

Supper Clubs: The Birth of a Trend

How one little group of Cooking Light readers started a nationwide phenomenon. 

When Amy Fong decided to create a supper club with other Cooking Light readers from the San Francisco Bay area, she unwittingly was taking a tasty leap aboard a national trend. Inspired by stories in our magazine, and connected as never before via our Web site's bulletin boards, readers from around the country are seeking each other out in growing numbers to spread the buzz
The topic: the new century's most enjoyable social mixer. 

"I wanted to find other people who share my passion for healthy cooking," Amy says. "And what better way than to ask others who read this magazine?" 

The idea behind a CL supper club is simple: Because all members share a common interest in cooking and meal planning, creating the menu - and the meal itself - is a team effort. That interactivity not only helps ease the load on the host's shoulders, but adds to the sense of community and enjoyment as well. 

Since our May 2000 issue bearing Amy's story hit newsstands, our bulletin boards have been overwhelmed with those interested in the CL supper-club from around the country.
If you want to start an outpost in your area, visit the Cooking Light online bulletin boards to review current postings. If you don't see one bearing your city's name, create a post yourself: You'll have the best luck getting responses if you use the words "supper club".
How to Start Your Own Club

Here, members tell us how they organize their groups, communicate with other members, orchestrate their meetings, and keep themselves - and their meals - inspired. 

A. GET TOGETHER
Most members find each other on CookingLight.com's regional bulletin boards, an online venue to help would-be members connect. You can learn more in our "Join CookingLight.com's Supper Club Community" feature. But you can also recruit members at work, as well as your gym, church, or synagogue. Extend a personal invitation to potential members. You may find members among your acquaintances. 
B. ORGANIZE
Take a little time at that first meeting to agree on your club's basic structure. Will you rotate houses and have potlucks? Or will you cook all or some of each meal together? Remember to exchange contact information. 
One idea is to make your first meeting on neutral ground: a restaurant or coffeehouse where you can relax together as you get to know one another. Early topics for discussion: How often to meet? Where to meet? Where will recipes come from? Talk about whether it makes sense for your group to cook together at meetings or to divvy up the work and each bring a course. 
Plan to meet when you have more time to relax, such as a Friday or Saturday night. That way, you can relax and visit some. And keep in mind that anyone, regardless of skill level can join in the prep work. 
C. BE FLEXIBLE 
All members may not make it to every gathering, so some meetings could be small, intimate affairs while others will be bigger events. And although it's called a "supper club," consider other types of meetings, such as a Sunday brunch, a casual weekday lunch, or a weekend cocktail-and-appetizers fete. Less-formal affairs may be easier to fit into some members' busy schedules. 

Remember why you're there. What makes supper clubs most enjoyable is how supportive the members are of one another's cooking.
D. SET STANDARDS

"It's important to have some nearly set-in-stone things to work around," says Wilder. "In the Hartford supper club's case, the second Tuesday of the month is meeting day, and as it approaches, people can start considering what to do." 
E. HAVE FUN WITH THEMES
Andrea Myers and her San Diego group allow the host to determine the theme. They've had French and Italian. "However, we're not limited to cultural choices. Other ideas include finger foods -where every course can be eaten with your hands -and things your mother used to make -but only if you can find a lighter version from the CL Web site, magazine, or cookbooks!" 

Want to learn more about wine? Theresa Bober of Franklin, Massachusetts, and her group use their gathering to learn more about pairing wine and food. "We have all brought new wines, and I have found several new wines that I like," Theresa says. "Keeping track allows us to buy a new wine for other occasions." 
How to Start a Lunch Club

One group of co-workers takes brown-bagging to a new level.

Every day, when Sue Nechanicky heads to her office lunchroom, she finds a smorgasbord of healthful yet satisfying options: zesty New Orleans-style chicken sandwiches; savory strata with bacon, tomato, and cheese; and veggie-filled lasagna, to name a few. 

The tasty spread clearly beats your typical office fare. But it isn't brought in from a nearby restaurant or prepared by cafeteria staff. Instead, Nechanicky's colleagues cook lunch, acting as members of the Healthy Lunch Club, a group of nearly 30 people who work at the Minneapolis-based furniture retailer Room and Board. The other 130 people who work at Room and Board's headquarters brown-bag their lunches, resort to a vending machine filled with pre-fab food like burgers, or drive to fast-food restaurants or a nearby supermarket for prepared foods. 

"Before the club, I'd bring in a yam and bake it in the microwave, or I'd bring in packaged soup," Nechanicky says, while eating with colleagues in the office lunchroom. "It was healthy, but it wasn't a well-rounded meal." 

Club member John Schroeder, the company's national market manager, confesses he had less wholesome lunch habits in the past. "I got a fast-food restaurant burger as many as three or four times a week," he says. 

Like fast-food restaurants, the club offers quick, economical meals-with healthful food available down the hall, not down the road. 

We developed recipes based on the Healthy Lunch Club's guidelines for nutritional balance. Each of the recipes in this story can serve at least 10 people. We also know the importance of convenience, and kept this in mind by offering dishes that you can make the night before and easily transport to work. They might just inspire you to form your own lunch club, and make your workplace both healthier and tastier. 

Top 10 Tips for Starting Your Own Club
Launching a lunch club is a great way to escape the typical lunchtime quandary-deciding where to eat and keeping it healthful. Consider these 10 tips from Sue Nechanicky, one of the founders of Room and Board's club: 

1. 
Make sure your workplace has a few basics: refrigerators large enough to fit a daily feast, a counter that can be used for food prep, and a couple of microwaves. Room and Board also has a kitchen sink, two dishwashers, a slow cooker, two toaster ovens, glass plates and cups, silverware, and serving pieces. Your company may not offer the same amenities, so members of your club might have to provide what they need. For instance, each member could bring in his own plate, or you could decide to purchase paper plates as a group.

2. 
Use slow cookers for buffet-style dishes. Cuisinart spokesperson Mary Rodgers says to reheat food in her company's slow cooker, use the high setting to bring the food to 140° in under two hours, then set to "warm" to hold the food through lunch.

3. 
Decide on dietary guidelines. Help people follow them by assembling an informal library of health-conscious cookbooks and magazines, including Cooking Light.

4. 
Name a point person. She should create a schedule, enforce the guidelines, and coordinate new groups as interest grows.

5. 
Set hours. At Room and Board, dishes are available from 11:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.

6. 
Display dietary information for each dish. Include fat and calorie counts and the serving size (so latecomers don't go hungry because others have taken too large a share). Cooking Light and many cookbooks provide that information.

7. 
Measure serving sizes. Provide a measuring cup when serving soups, stews, and other dishes that aren't already divided into servings to help avoid confusion over serving sizes.

8. 
Place a membership list at the table. Have people check off their names when they take their lunches, so people can better gauge how much food is remaining.

9. 
Have a backup plan. Inevitably, someone will call in sick or have a last-minute trip. For such occasions, club members order in a vegetarian pizza with half the cheese.

10. 
Snack smart. Remind people that if you choose a 500 calorie limit on meals, as Room and Board does, it may not carry them through the day, so they should keep healthful snack foods at hand. 

Supper Club Strategies: Keeping It Fresh

Finding new ways to enjoy good food with good friends.

When Cooking Light readers first started forming supper clubs in 1999, members kept it pretty straightforward, usually preparing recipes from a current issue. But clubs that have met for several years often look for new ways to celebrate cooking. We checked in with six long-running groups to find out how their members keep gatherings fresh and interesting. 

All Together Now

When Amy Lai launched the first Cooking Light Supper Club in California’s Bay Area, the member hosting the monthly meeting would pick a cuisine, such as Mexican, Greek, or Japanese, and plan the menu. Nowadays, the group focuses on an ingredient instead. “One month, our theme was lemons. We learned how to preserve them in a jar and made a delicious Moroccan chicken dish with preserved lemons,” Lai says. “It’s kind of like Iron Chef!” 

That’s just one of the ways that the group has evolved. Although the five members now meet every other month because of busier schedules, they always prepare a couple of dishes as a group. “I encourage people to cook together,” Lai says. “We share techniques, improve our skills, and have so much fun.” Since finding the time to meet can be challenging, the group is flexible, and when they do meet, they spend more time together. Whereas they once gathered on weekend evenings, they now start at noon and go home around 5 p.m. with batches of whatever they’ve prepared. During the holidays, Lai’s group spends a day preparing a variety of specialty foods, such as pretzel sticks rolled in chocolate and crushed peppermint, to give as gifts or to have on hand when company stops by. 

Pick a Theme

Theme nights are a favorite way to keep meetings exciting. The 12 women in the Dallas Lights supper club, which has been going strong for two years, often design meetings around holidays. “For Chinese New Year, we all wore red for good luck and made horoscopes for the fortune cookies,” Carrie Park says. For Academy Awards night, everyone wore prom or bridesmaid dresses and showed up with easy-to-fix foods like nachos and brownies. One of their latest innovations is Make Your All-Time Favorite Dish, for which they wear their most-loved outfit and, after the feast, hit the latest Dallas hot spot for after-dinner drinks and dessert. The group is also planning a progressive dinner with each course at a different house. 

Try Something New

Encouraging each other to “cook outside the box” is common practice in the long-standing supper clubs. “We want to mix it up and test ourselves,” says Grace Trendel, whose Chicago-area club is going on its fourth year. Members take on dishes they typically avoid in order to expand their repertoires. “I’d never baked anything before, and now I’ve made three delicious cakes,” says Sheila Enright, a member of the group. And, if a recipe doesn’t work out, no one minds, Trendel notes. After all, they’re among friends, and it’s part of the learning process. 

In fact, learning is status quo for all cooking clubs. Just ask Maureen Gaeke’s Denver-based, eight-person co-ed group. They’ve sampled various cuisines, but their meetings are about more than just food. “Our members have traveled all over the world, and we often plan our meetings around countries we’ve visited.” For instance, one couple came home with Croatian wine and cheese from their trip, and made foods like those they had sampled. Another member, who spent time in Switzerland, brought chocolate liqueur and cooked items with raclette cheese. These meals are enhanced by the photos and stories that accompany them, and everyone goes home comfortably satisfied and with insight into a foreign culture. “One girl’s going to Germany soon, and we can’t wait to see what she brings home,” Gaeke adds. 

Other clubs are a bit more pragmatic. “Each October, we have a Thanksgiving side-dish night,” says Sara Uttech of Madison, Wisconsin. The 15 members of her group cook the latest side dishes from Cooking Light’s Thanksgiving-themed issue; it’s the perfect way for members to discover new recipes to include in holiday meals. “Even better, those who are traveling get to see firsthand what travels well,” Uttech says. 

Cook for a Cause

Some supper clubs have a socially conscious bent. Park’s Dallas group has created an annual Christmas tradition: They bake cookies to deliver to firefighters and other folks whose hard work often goes unrecognized. 

Uttech’s group cooked a meal at the local Ronald McDonald house. “I used to volunteer there and knew that different groups went in and prepared meals in their humongous kitchen,” Uttech says. “It was nice to use our skills and make a comforting meal for people whose children were being treated at the hospital. We all enjoyed giving back to the community, and we are planning to do it again soon.” 

Hit the Road

There are several supper clubs that take their shows on the road. Lisa McGuire’s Boston-area club takes a trip every fall. In 2001, the group rented a house near the King Arthur Flour Baking Education Center in Norwich, Vermont. In addition to touring the center and buying baking equipment, they cooked all of their meals together and visited local food co-ops and farmers’ markets. They enjoyed themselves so much they returned a year later. “When you meet each month, it’s a bit rushed because of work and family obligations,” McGuire says. “But when we go away, we’re able to relax and visit local food attractions. My trunk was filled with apples, ravioli, and maple syrup.” 

Travel is also a priority for the Denver bunch, who went to a lodge in the country one weekend for skiing and snowshoeing. “We cooked gumbo on Friday night, and each couple was in charge of a different meal after that,” Gaeke says. She says joining the club is one of the best things she has ever done, especially because of the close friendships she’s developed with members. 

Communal Cooking

· One of the goals of communal cooking is to make the job fun (and easy) for everyone, especially the host. Follow these tips and recipes for a party that truly cooks: 

· Team up with another friend to organize the party. Two heads (and sets of hands) are better than one. 

· E-mail the menu and a recipe to each guest. Help them decide what portions of the recipe to make ahead and what equipment they need to bring. 

· Arrange the equipment and ingredients for each dish ahead of time. Think through the prep for each recipe, and set out specialty dishes and tools in advance. This will keep folks from peering into every drawer and cabinet in your kitchen. 

· Make a copy of the menu and each recipe for guests to follow. 

· Appoint someone to be in charge of each course. 







