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THERE’S A STRANGER AT MY TABLE
Dining is more affordable through the VizEat network, where
guests can sample dishes in the cook’s home — and the added
benefit of meeting your host means the perks of collaborative
consumption aren’t solely culinary, finds Dara Flynn

A

The system works like many other
sharing economy endeavours, such

lthough I am not in the
habit of turning up ravenous at the
homes of strangers, last week that’s
exactly what I did. And I’d do it all
over again, too.
At 8pm on a rainy Wednesday
night, I keyed in the apartment door
code I’d been given by my host,
Michele, an Italian girl who had
agreed to cook me dinner. A male
voice answered and buzzed me in.
Confused, I glanced at my notebook.
Definitely the right door code.
A deliciously thick, creamy, garlic
aroma is wafting down the stairwell,
the door is already open, and there
on the threshold stands a man
wearing a novelty chef’s hat and
grinning. An Italian man.
So Michele is not a signora. As a
woman with a man’s name myself,
I might have guessed. Michele and
I have never met, you see, nor have
we spoken in person until now. Yet
I don’t turn and run. I’m here for
dinner, and I haven’t eaten since
2pm. Not only that, but I have
arranged all of this, and paid €30 for
it, on a website. No, not that sort of
website — this isn’t a blind date, nor
is Michele a professional chef.
He is a host on VizEat.com, a new
online service that teams amateur
cooks with guests, putting perfect
strangers together around a dinner
table. In the business, it goes by
various names: social dining, meal
sharing, collaborative consumption,
and my personal favourite, peer-topeer dining.

as Airbnb and Uber. I was able to
browse meal descriptions and photos
from 17 Dublin-based hosts, offering
everything from a €5 crash-course
in making “the best tortilla” by a
Spanish-Italian couple in Rathgar, to
a €20 “smoked meat feast” offered
by a former MasterChef Ireland
contestant in Cabra.
I booked Michele’s Italian meal
because it’s something I rarely cook
at home and I avoid Italian
restaurants in Ireland because I
know that Italian cuisine done well
is an entirely different animal.
Within hours, Michele messaged to
ask if there’s anything I don’t eat.
“Courgettes,” I told him. He asked
me to choose between pasta and
risotto, and if I prefer panna cotta or
tiramisu. I plumped for pasta and
panna cotta and began to ponder
what a person should wear to a
dinner in a perfect stranger’s home.
When the big night arrived,

desperate not to offend a real Italian
with a crappy bottle of plonk, I
stopped off at a good off-licence,
picked out a mid-range chianti and
crossed my fingers.
“Ah, yes, this is a very good
wine,” Michele announced, having
first examined the label at length.
I relaxed, removed my coat and
had a look around — another upside
of VizEat is the chance to get a
voyeuristic peek at other people’s
homes. His apartment is simply
furnished and typical of late 1990sbuilt, Liffey-side one-beds: open
plan living and dining, with a nice

view over the river. In the corner, I
notice a vintage typewriter, writing
desk and bookcase. I wander over to
his chef’s station, where he’s busy
shaking a boiling pan of pasta.
With stressless efficiency, he has
been preparing a five-course Italian
dinner in a typical Irish apartment
galley kitchen. Not only that, but I
am his first-ever VizEat guest. “I
hope I’m not the first person you’ve
ever cooked for!” I quipped. By
sheer serendipity, it turns out I had
chosen well.
Michele, from Milan, works full
time at Facebook, but he has a side
business, Hen Party Latino
(henpartylatino.com), entertaining
and cooking for gaggles of excitable
females. A typical evening, he
explains, begins with some nude life
drawing (he is the sitter, naturally)
after which he dons an apron and
chef’s hat (but little else) and whips
up a delicious Italian meal for his
delighted hens. “I am the naked
chef,” he says, matter-of-factly.
The hen parties keep him busy, but
Michele has also published three
novels in Italian and is working on a
fourth. Hence the typewriter, and
the heavy literature mixed among
the cookbooks. Tonight he’s fully
clothed, and there isn’t a painter’s
canvas in sight, but I’m suddenly
more intrigued about the food.
Fizzing away on the table is the
aperitivo: a spritzy cocktail of
prosecco and the bright orangehued Aperol, garnished with a
strawberry. Then, we’re on to the
solids. First up, antipasti. My Italian
pronunciation is a little shaky.
“Broo-sketta,” Michele annunciated,
helpfully. I watched him serve it on a
wooden board: large slices of crispy
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sourdough, rubbed with a fresh
clove of garlic, topped with ripe baby
tomatoes and basil pesto, finished
with a drizzle of balsamic glaze. It
was juicy and sweet, the garlic
present but correct. I’ve never
managed to make a bruschetta
without discovering clumps of
stinking garlic between my teeth
hours later. This was subtle. Italy,
douze points.
Next, two of my personal favourite
foods arrived in one dish: plump
scallops served in a shell, topped
with crisp asparagus. All I know of
scallops is that they should meet a
hot pan, but not really get to know
it. These were plump and moist
rather than rubbery, yet still
properly cooked. The crunch of
asparagus contrasted nicely.
Quickly we move on to the
primo, or first course. It’s slightly
reminiscent of pasta carbonara, but
instead of pancetta, he’s using a
cured ham, with deeply flavoured
porcini mushrooms, and only a tiny
sliver of cream. “In Italy we say that
if you need a lot of cream for your
sauce, you cannot cook,” Michele
tells me. He serves it at the table,
using a long fork to wrap the
pasta into large bundles, which he
piles dramatically high on my plate.
It’s delicious, comforting food and
seasoned with confidence. There is
no salt or pepper on the table,
and despite being a fiend for
both, I realise I don’t need either.
The pasta is followed by the
secondo — a patty of beef, served
with a flavoursome green
peppercorn sauce, and some salad
leaves, which I drizzle with the olive
oil and vinegar he has set on the
table. I’m already pretty full, but it’s
tasty, so I press on politely as we
discuss Italian cooking, his next
novel, and Dublin. He loves the city
because it is small, but not too small,
and the air is clean and unpolluted.
“In Milan, it can be so stressful to
meet friends, with traffic and
parking, that sometimes you’ll just
give up halfway there,” he says.
We finish with a strawberrytopped panna cotta; wobbly and
light, just as I like it. It’s already
h fl
l

11pm; time has flown. I leave in a
flurry of ciaos and hail a cab.
“The dining table was the original
social network,” says Camille
Rumani, the French founder of
VizEat (the name comes from the
French pronunciation of “visit”).
Rumani, a business graduate, is just
26; she set up VizEat when she was
24 along with JeanMichel Petit, a
former venture
capitalist.
She’s a
typical
millennial,
comfortable
with the
sharing
economy.
When she
travels, she
uses Airbnb; to
get around, she’s
not averse to the
lift-sharing network
Blablacar. She set up VizEat after a
stint in China, when she got to eat
with locals in their homes, but
wondered why it wasn’t easier to
find them. “When I travelled I was
aware that in a city with millions of
people, you might never get to meet
any of them, never have those
human experiences. VizEat enables
that, over a meal,” she says.
The idea has caught on and last
year the pair raised €1m in funding.
It now has a staff of 18, there are
10,000 hosts and 50,000 members in
around 65 countries, and the
number of meals on offer is growing
by 50% every month. VizEat isn’t
the first social dining network in
Europe — that was Cookening — but
VizEat acquired that business last
year, making it the European leader.
“We think it’ll do well in Ireland,
where a tradition of hospitality is
already present, and the philosophy
of getting together around a table is
strong,” Rumani says.
As a VizEat guest, I agree that the
merits of collaborative consumption
aren’t solely culinary. My host,
Michele, is a person I likely otherwise
would never have met, and a more
interesting person than
average, at that. On the
h
I
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way home, I recount my
evening to a bemused
taxi driver. “Go on,
rate it out of 10,
like they do in
the back of
the cab on
Come Dine
with Me,”
he insists.
I give it a
solid seven.

VizEat menus in Dublin
Host: Jose
Price: €17 per guest
Menu: Vegetarian. Beetroot and
raspberry juice; seasonal salad with
poached egg; oven-roasted
vegetables with cavolo nero
(black Tuscan kale) infused in lemon
and quinoa with mushroom and
herbs with a side of baby potatoes;
fruit crumble with ice cream;
coffee/tea.
Host: Gabriela
Price: €10 per guest
Menu: Feijoada — Brazil’s national

dish. Feijoada is a stew of black
beans cooked with pork trimmings
(ears, tail, feet), bacon, smoked pork
ribs, smoked sausage and jerked beef
(loin and tongue). It is served on a
platter alongside white rice, toasted
farofa (made using toasted cassava
flour), sliced oranges, sliced onions,
cooked kale, and tomato vinaigrette.
Host: Nigely
Price: €12 per guest
Meal: Venezuelan reina pepiada
arepas — flatbreads with chicken,
avocado and mayonnaise. Arepa

flatbreads are feature strongly in the
cuisine of both Venezuela
and Colombia. After combining
corn flour, water and salt, the
mixture is shaped into
individual patties and baked
to form the arepas.
While still warm from
the oven, these are
stuffed with white cheese,
a zesty chicken salad,
avocado and mayonnaise.
Personal touch
Hosts serve a variety of dishes
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Culinary hits
The VizEat website is
gaining popularity,
with amateur cooks
offering menus often
representative of
their native culture.
Michele, left, serves
a five-course
Italian dinner in his
Dublin apartment,
including tagliatelle
with ham and porcini
mushrooms, scallops
and a prosecco and
Aperol cocktail
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Clodagh Kilcoyne; Ludivine Nakedcat
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