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Everyone wants to throw an unforgettable party whether it’s an 
intimate backyard barbecue or a social soiree for 100. So we asked 

three very busy entertainment professionals—an event planner,  
a chef and a sommelier—to share their savvy strategies.
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(serves 3-4)
(Baird-Wilcock’s disclaimer:  
“I’m not a professional chef,  

please note, this is how an event 
planner cooks!”)

inGREdiEntS
1/2 sweet yellow onion,  

finely diced
3 tablespoons of diced  

fresh garlic
1 red bell pepper, finely diced
1 green bell pepper,  

finely diced
3 fresh roma tomatoes, diced
3 ripe avocados (squishy,  

but not too squishy)
serrano pepper, finely diced, to 

taste
healthy dash of tears of Joy 

“armadillo rub”
squirt of fresh lime juice
dash plus a smidge of cumin 

powder
healthy shake of black pepper
salt, to taste

MEtHOd
in a large bowl, mix onions, garlic, 
bell peppers and tomatoes. 
pit and half the avocados. cut 
avocado into squares in the 
skin and scoop out into the 
mixing bowl. add in finely diced 
serrano peppers, based on your 
level of bravery. add remaining 
ingredients/spices and fold into 
avocado mixture, tasting as you 
go. top it off with fresh lime juice 
to brighten the flavor and keep it 
from browning.  pow!  superhero 
guacamole to the rescue of your 
next dinner party!

If there’s one common theme among scrambling-for-time 
professionals, it’s keep it simple. “The running joke in my office 
is: As we simplify for others, our lives become quite complex,” 

Baird-Wilcock says. With her fresh and contemporary style, she is 
masterful at planning a successful event, be it a destination wedding 
or a luxe corporate party. 

Creative thinking is what she relies on when entertaining at 
home, too. Baird-Wilcock says, “For New Year’s Eve, we had 
a Mexican cook teach a small group of couples how to make 
tamales—it was fun and interactive.” She set up a pajama party 
upstairs to keep the kids entertained and out of the kitchen. At her 
series of “special guest star” brunches at home, couples with kids 
brought over a favorite dish to share. 

Mary’s rule for hiring outside help: If it’s more than 20 guests, 
she doesn’t hesitate to outsource a chef, servers or event staff. “One 
little hire can take amazing pressure off of you,” she says. Because 

she creates large lavish parties for her clients, she prefers intimate 
gatherings in her home simply decorated with fresh flowers from the 
farmers market. “Wine and food tastings with 10 to15 guests are 
ideal so we can have meaningful conversations,”  Baird-Wilcock says. 

A “taco gal,” she serves huge vats of freshly made guacamole and 
salsa with tacos and likes to prep in advance. She states that making 
things simple means doing chores in advance, like chopping a bunch 
of peppers to use all week long. You’ll always find cilantro, avocado, 
garlic, bell peppers, and tofu in her refrigerator. (Her husband just 
went vegan.)

For beverages, Mary considers the theme of the meal. At her 
tamale party, she served a light tequila-based cocktail. Baird-Wilcock 
is also a big fan of fizzy waters garnished with berries. Her approach 
to tableware is smart and simple. “Sometimes with a casual gathering, 
I’ll use attractive sustainable dinnerware, like VerTerra, that’s 
disposable so there’s no washing dishes,” Baird-Wilcock says.

the event 
planner
MARY 

BAIRD-
WILCOCK 

proprietor of the simplifiers, 
a full service event  

planning and personal 
concierge firm in austin. 

tHREE itEMS 
to Always Have on Hand

1  good Ziploc twist ’n Loc 
storage containers—with 

matching screw on lids—for 
easy, stackable organization.

2  a colorful array of sliced 
bell peppers in water. 

they’re great to sneak into any 
dish!

3  Hummus—it’s great 
for snacking and easy 

to dress up, if you have 
unexpected guests.

superhero
guacamole
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(Makes a great appetizer, dessert 
or late night snack!)

inGREdiEntS
3 ounces camembert cheese
1 egg
1 cup flour
1 cup panko breadcrumbs
salt and pepper
2 tablespoons butter
2 slices brioche

MEtHOd
cut camembert in half and toss in 
flour. coat it in egg and then bread 
crumbs. heat pan to medium heat 
and add butter. place brioche slices 
in pan and toast on both sides. 
place on paper towel until needed. 
place cheese in pan and toast until 
golden brown on both sides.

jAM
1 cup blueberries or raspberries
1 cup water
1/2 cup sugar
cinnamon and vanilla, to taste
cornstarch

MEtHOd
bring water to a boil and add sugar. 
mix 2 tablespoons of water with 
1 tablespoon add to simple syrup. 
bring to a boil and fold in berries. 
cook for 3 minutes, then set aside 
until needed.

PRESEntAtiOn
place brioche in center of plate. 
lay the cheese on top and pour 
jam over the cheese. serve warm.

Danish-born Soren Pedersen stays swamped with his catering 
company, cooking show series Currant Kitchen, and a new 
restaurant in the works. But he still manages to throw a large 

Danish Christmas dinner party every year with a delectable menu.
“Traditionally, we serve a family style meal that includes liver 

pate with bacon and mushrooms, slow roasted duck with apples 
and prunes, and almond rice pudding with warm cherry sauce for 
dessert,” Pedersen says. 

Beverages are important to him. “French pressed coffee is served 
with dessert and our signature cocktails are a ginger spiced martini and 
a peppermint cocktail.” With dinner, he serves a buttery chardonnay, 
Barolo-style reds and cabernets. Cognac is offered after dinner.

As far as table decor, Pedersen doesn’t want anything on the table 

that competes with the guests’ conversations or interferes with the 
food. “For an upscale meal, we like table linens, bold glassware and 
always a bouquet of fresh picked herbs like thyme, sweet basil and 
lemongrass. We like to keep it simple and real,” he says.

Because of Pedersen’s profession, he never outsources the cooking 
regardless of the size of his gatherings. But he does believe in shortcuts 
like buying pre-chopped celery and onions to prepare volume recipes. 
Pedersen says, “Home cooks should also try pre-making their stocks 
for soups and sauces. It saves time and takes the flavors to another 
level.” One of his favorite appetizer recipes—pan-fried Camembert 
cheese served with marmalade—is super quick and easy. You will 
always find a wide variety of cheeses, bacon, fresh breads and coffee 
beans in his fridge—and a good cabernet sauvignon in his wine cooler.

the chef
SOREN 

PEDERSEN 
founder of currant kitchen, 

a weekly video series in 
houston that focuses on 
where to purchase and 

how to prepare fresh, local 
ingredients.

tHREE itEMS 
to Always Have on Hand

1  large cutting board  
& sharp knife

2  wooden  
spoon 

3  spice grinder (toasting 
all your whole spices and 

grinding prior to use is a great 
way of getting the full flavor.)

crispy 
camembert 

with Jam &

toasted 
brioche
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tHREE itEMS 
to Always Have on Hand

1  Champagne

2  Crystal Hot Sauce

3  English toffee

(a gin cocktail originally created 
at the Detroit Athletic Club)

inGREdiEntS
3/4 ounce no. 2009 gin
3/4 ounce fresh squeezed  

lime juice
3/4 ounce green  

chartreuse
3/4 ounce luxardo  

maraschino liqueur

MEtHOd
pour ingredients over ice into 
shaker. shake and strain into a 
cocktail glass. garnish with a twist 
of lime.

the last 
word

Having worked in some of the most wine-centric restaurants in 
the nation, including Charlie Palmer and Pappas Steakhouses 
for more than 10 years, Drew Hendricks knows his way 

around a wine cellar. He’s the co-founder and a board member of the 
Texas Sommelier Association and serves on the board of directors for 
both the Court of Master Sommeliers and the Guild of Sommeliers.

As a full-time traveling ambassador for Rudd Winery, Hendricks 
doesn’t have much time to entertain guests at his home in The 
Woodlands much less spend time with his wife and young kids. “But 
I always find time to make a special homemade chili recipe during the 
holidays because my friends and family enjoy it. It takes two days to 
prepare and I start with short rib meat,” he says. 

Drew likes a casual, one dish meal prepared in advance and serves 
everything family style from the sides to the drinks. “I like to enjoy the 
party so I keep it hassle-free by letting my guests serve themselves. A 
group of 10 adults is best for us.”

Naturally, the beverage choices are a huge component of any 
entertaining in the Hendricks’ home but this sommelier doesn’t go 
wine geek with food pairings at home. “My theory is to give thought 
to my guests’ personal wine preferences rather than trying to pair the 
wine with the food.” Besides riesling, Champagne, Rudd Cabernet 
Sauvignon, and various labels of zinfandel, you’ll always find sparkling 
water. “From Soda Stream to canned, we’re addicted to sparkling 
water,” he says. Cheers to simplicity! 

the 
sommelier 

DREW 
HENDRICKS 

master sommelier;  
co-founder of the texas 
sommelier association;

vice president of marketing  
and sales for rudd winery, 

oakville, napa valley
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