
Chapter awards Peterson Garden Project a $10,000  
Green Tables grant 
By Liz Barrett
The Chicago chapter of Les Dames d’Escoffier 
presented its 2018 Green Tables grant to  
Peterson Garden Project (PGP) on May 15 at 
the Community Cooking School (founded by 
the PGP) at the Broadway Armory in Uptown.

Peterson Garden Project 
is Chicago’s award 
winning and nationally 
known community food 
gardening and  

education program. 
Founded by LaManda Joy in 2010, PGP got its 
start by transforming a vacant lot (the site of 
an original WW2 Victory Garden) on Chicago’s 
North Side into a community food garden 
with the goal of recruiting, educating and 
inspiring everyone to grow their own food. 

Today, PGP has seven pop-up victory  
(community) gardens in the city, plus an  
Edible Treasures Garden at The Field Museum 
and a Community Cooking School at the  
Chicago Park District’s Broadway Armory to 
help people learn how to cook with the bounty 
from their gardens. It is the only organization 
of its kind in the U.S. and has grown  
exponentially every year since its founding. 
More than 4,000 people in Chicago volunteer, 
garden, and learn each year with PGP.

“This grant, and the support from Les Dames, 
means a lot to Peterson Garden Project,” 
said LaManda Joy. “It will help support our 
free programs for kids, seniors and refugees, 
empowering them to feed themselves and their 
families in a healthy and sustainable way.”

North Side resident Lisa Pugliese is a first-time 
gardener with the PGP, at the Land on Lincoln 
Garden, on Lincoln near Sacramento. She and 
her boyfriend have been gardening in their 
backyard for years, but said their yard doesn’t 
get full sun, so “gardening with the PGP gives 
us the opportunity to grow more tomatoes and 
peppers than we can at home. Plus, it’s a way  
to meet other gardeners who have more  
experience and knowledge so we can improve 
our gardening skills.”

Carol Olson is in her sixth year gardening with 
the PGP, at Global Gardens at Lawrence and 
Sacramento. She loves the gardening  
education and community mindedness of  
the PGP. “The PGP really wants to teach people 
how to grow food,” she said. “The resources 
they provide are amazing –– a lot of free classes

 to learn about what should grow at which time 
of the year. There are also expert gardeners 
at every garden, so if you’re having problems, 
they are there to help. For example, I learned 
about planting nasturtiums near cucumbers, 
because they are a natural repellent against the 
cucumber beetle!” 

Olson also likes that if she can’t consume (or 
can) everything she grows, every PGP garden 
has partnerships with food banks and other 
organizations, whose recipients are thrilled to 
receive excess bounty from members’ gardens.

Dame Mary Reidy McMahon heads the Green 
Tables Committee:  “I am thrilled we selected 
the Peterson Garden Project for our Green 
Tables Grant. We share their passion for  
making fresh, healthy food more available to  
more people.”

Les Dames d’Escoffier’s Green Tables  
Initiative was founded in 2006 to support 
healthful, equitable and sustainable food  
systems. For more information on the 
Peterson Garden Project, please visit www.
petersongarden.org.
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|  Children learning vegetable cooking tips 
at the Community Cooking School

|  Peterson Garden Project seedlings

Meet this year’s new members!

We are thrilled to welcome our fantastic new members for 2018!

After nomination forms, biographies and sponsor forms were compiled earlier this year, the New Members Committee met to review, discuss, and 
come to agreement on the nominations. The committee included myself, Portia Belloc-Lowndes, Judy Hevrdejs-King, Stacey Ballis, Barbara Glunz, and 
Veronica Hastings (ex-officio member). The committee then presented the slate for a vote by the LDE Chicago board. 

It was agreed to scale back the number of members accepted yearly to ensure we are engaging new members more frequently, actively, and meaning-
fully, especially in the early years of membership. We believe this will lead to a stronger, more productive Chicago chapter moving forward. Here are the 
new members:
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By Elizabeth Donovan
Chair, New Members Committee
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Belinda Chang is a sommelier and Brand 
Advocate at Belinda Chang LLC.  
Sponsored by Ina Pinkney and  

Rita Jammet (from our New York chapter).

Katherine Duncan is Proprietor and  
Chocolatier at Katherine Anne Confections. 

Sponsored by Melissa Yen and  
Carla Williams.

Kim Kirchherr is Health & Wellbeing  
Advisor at Independent Grocers Alliance 

(IGA). Sponsored by Nancy Siler  
and Lois Levine. 

Heather Lalley is Editor and Reporter at 
Winsight/Restaurant Business.  
Sponsored by Patricia Cobe and  

Joan Driggs. 

Laura Gregory is Store Director of Heinen’s 
Grocery Store in Glenview.  

Sponsored by Judith Dunbar Hines and 
Shannon Kinsella. 
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Officers (Executive Committee):

President: Elizabeth Donovan 
President-Elect: Portia Belloc-Lowndes 

Treasurer: Unah Choi 
Secretary: Jill Haas 

Past President: Veronica Hastings
Board of Directors: 

Liz Barrett 
Pat Cobe 

Joan Driggs 
Kim Hack 

Anne Kauffmann 
Ina Pinkney 

Phaedra Ruffalo 
Diane Sokolofski 

Gina Voci 
Carla Williams

Photo Gallery :  
A Thai Taste of Spring - Songkran! 

Another Culinarium, another success! PRESIDENT’S 
LETTER
Greetings Chicago Dames,

Culinarium has now come and 
gone, and I could not be more 
proud of the Chicago chapter 
of Les Dames d’Escoffier! Talk 
about the women who power 

Chicago’s food scene! Our members 
stepped up smart and strong to host an evening that was 

fun and delicious, and helped us raise approximately $43,000 for 
future scholarships and community programs.

So many Dames were involved in making it happen, but it starts 
with an organized and dedicated committee. In co-chairs Dana 
Benigno, Wei Fraser and Susan Szymanski, our membership was 
fortunate. Thank you, ladies!

For the last four fundraisers, the core of the design team has been 
Susan Parenti and Flora Caputo, and they continued their success 
streak, working together to bring Culinarium to life visually in 
logos, invitations, posters, postcards, booklets and more.  
Thank you!

So many members helped in so many ways and the list is very 
long. Hopefully by now I have spoken or written to each of you 
personally (and if not, you will hear from me soon!). I can never 
say this enough in our world: thank you! Thank you for spreading 
the word, inviting friends, buying tickets, securing auction items, 
recruiting pastry chefs and sommeliers, and procuring decor 
items, favor-bag items, beverage donations, and so much more.

The historic slide presentation that rotated throughout the eve-
ning, spearheaded by Nancy Brussat, brought a personal aspect 
to the event, showcasing what makes us so special: our members!  
And how wonderful that we now have an up-to-date collage of all 
the Dames who have made such a difference in Chicago’s  
culinary scene. 

 This is my last letter to you as President. I have been working 
closely with incoming president Elizabeth Donovan over the last 
year and I know she will be a brilliant leader. I am honored to have 
been President of the Chicago Chapter of Les Dames d’Escoffier 
for the last year. It has been incredibly fun and fulfilling!

Cheers!

By Judy Hevrdejs and Carol Mighton Haddix n

| A Dessert Dash cake

| Ed Voci having fun
|  Dana Benigno, left, and Susan Szymanski, 

co-chairs for Culinarium, with Wei Fraser

|  Les Dames members enjoyed a multicourse meal of Thai 
specialties at Bang Chop Shop Thai Kitchen in late March, 
thanks to Dame Mary Aregoni and her staff. 

|  Mary Aregoni (center) and ‘Dames Somms” Liz Barrett,  
Gina Voci, Carla Williams, and Veronica Hastings.
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Check out past blog posts of The Curious Kitchen  
            at lesdameschicago.org

Links:

From the “sabering” of Champagne bottles 
to the mad dash for desserts, the April 30 Les 
Dames Chicago fundraiser presented lively 
and unforgettable vignettes to remember. 
Dubbed “Culinarium ’18: Powering SHE-cago’s 
Food Scene,” the event raised an estimated 
$43,000 for culinary scholarships and  
community food programs, according to 
chapter president Veronica Hastings.

Co-chairs Dana Benigno, Wei Fraser, and 
Susan Szymanski orchestrated the evening, 
backed by multitudes of volunteers and 
donors. About 180 Les Dames members and 
guests first had their appetites aroused with 
the gorgeous display of donated cakes, pies, 
tarts, and cheeses arranged seductively in 
the reception area of Venue West on Paulina 
Street. Further enticement came in the form of 
a rum and cava cocktail created by Violet Hour 
mixologist Eden Laurin, as well as selections of 
wine and beer. Sipping their drinks, guests 

perused the Silent Auction items (including 
special bottles of wine, Chicago tours, hotel 
packages, and books), and learned the new, 
high-tech way of bidding on their cell phones. 

On one wall, images flashed of Dames mem-
bers and brief bios for each. Seven founding 
members (1982!) contributed recipes and 
ingredients for the evening’s appetizers: Nancy 
Brussat Barocci, Priscilla Cretier, Toria Emas, 
Carol Mighton Haddix, Nancy Kirby Harris, 
Carole Segal, and Sofia Solomon.

Perhaps the most dramatic activity of the 
evening was the Saber-with-a-Somm, a heart-
stopping way to open Champagne bottles, 
one that attracted quite a crowd. According 
to Benigno, “The sabering was really exciting. 
Everyone seemed to have a great time!”

 Auctioneer Graham Crow encouraged and  
occasionally prodded the audience for final 
bids for the silent and live auctions. Among the

 live auction items were trips to South Africa, 
Bali, and Italy. 

Dinner courses were prepared by Amanda 
Downing of Bistronomic, Dame Amy Morton 
of Found Kitchen, Sarah Rinkavage of Marisol, 
and Laura Soncrant of The Growling Rabbit. 
One of the chapter’s scholarship recipients, 
Maria Alvarado, spoke during the dinner.

Then it was time for the mad dessert dash. 
Tables bid to be the first in line to grab one of 
the stunning desserts donated by 24 pastry 
chefs from around the city. After some jostling 
and shouting, every runner came back to their 
tables with a prize to share. It was a fitting 
warm-up to the band Generation (with Dave 
Huizenga leading) and the ensuing dance 
party, a boisterous finale to a rewarding  
“She-cago” evening. As our Dame of   
Distinction Joan Reardon so aptly put it, “The 
time to celebrate the contributions of women 
to America’s culinary landscape is now.”

|  “Bang Chop’s chicken curry

|  Raeanne Sarazen, left, and Elizabeth  
Donovan successfully bidding on a cell phone.
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