CHARCUTERIE LAB AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION

Why 50 Boards?

A note on the blueprint system, and what this book is really about

Most charcuterie advice tells you what to put on a board. This book tells you why
every single thing is there — and gives you the science to make it your own.

The first board | ever built was a disaster. | bought the prettiest cheeses at the grocery store, grabbed some crackers and
grapes, and arranged everything in a way that looked vaguely like the photos I'd seen online. It tasted fine. But | had no
idea why anything was next to anything else. | didn’t know that the honey was supposed to cut the sharpness of the blue. |
didn’t know that the crackers I'd picked were actually competing with the cheese instead of carrying it. | was decorating,
not building.

That moment of ignorance turned into an obsession. | wanted to understand the actual mechanics behind a great board —
not just the aesthetic, but the chemistry, the texture science, the flavor pairings that work at a molecular level. | started
reading food science journals the same way some people read cookbooks. | tested hundreds of combinations. | talked to
cheesemongers, trained chefs, and sensory scientists.

What | discovered changed how | think about food entirely. A charcuterie board isn’t a decoration. It’s a flavor system.
Every element has a job: to create contrast, to bridge textures, to prime the palate for the next bite, to make the
centerpiece ingredient taste more like itself. Once you understand those mechanics, you stop guessing. You start building.

WHERE THE 50-BOARD SYSTEM CAME FROM

| set myself a challenge: build 50 complete charcuterie boards, each with a different theme, a different occasion, a different
price point, and a completely different flavor logic. Every board had to work as a standalone experience. Every ingredient
had to earn its spot. Every pairing had to be explainable — not just ‘it tastes good together’ but ‘here is the specific sensory
mechanism that makes these two things work.’

The result is this book. 50 boards, each with a complete shopping list, a timed build sequence, five substitution options for
every core ingredient, and five optional elevation upgrades. Every page is designed to make you a more intentional
builder, not just a better shopper.
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WHO THIS BOOK IS FOR

This book is for you if you've ever stared at a beautiful board at a party and wondered, ‘How did they know to put that
there?’ It's for you if you want to stop buying random things and start building with intention. It's for you whether you're
serving four people on a Tuesday night or fifty people at a wedding reception.

Board 1 starts with a $40 beginner build that anyone can complete in twenty minutes. Board 50 is a $175-$300
masterpiece designed to close out a celebration. Every board in between is a lesson in a different flavor principle, a
different cultural tradition, or a different occasion. You can read this book front to back, or you can flip directly to the board
that matches your next event.

You don’t need professional training to use this system. The blueprint format does the thinking for you. But by the time
you’ve built a handful of these boards, you’ll find you don’t need the blueprint anymore — because you'll have internalized
the logic.

A WORD ON THE SCIENCE

Each board includes a ‘Why this works’ callout on every build step. These are not filler. They reference real food science:
the Maillard reaction that makes toasted bread the perfect carrier, the tannin-protein binding that explains why wine cuts
through cheese fat, the capsaicin receptor activation that makes heat and sweetness the perfect pair. I've kept the science
accessible, but I've never dumbed it down.

If you follow the blueprints without reading the science notes, you'll still build a great board. But if you read them, you'll
understand why — and that’s the skill that transfers to every board you ever build for the rest of your life.

Every board in this book was designed to make the next one easier. By Board 50,
you won't be following a recipe. You'll be building a system.

Happy building.
Charcuterie Lab

charcuterielab.com
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How to Use This Book

The Blueprint Format — 5 pages per board, everything you need, nothing you don’t

Every board in this book follows an identical 5-page format. Once you understand the structure, you can
navigate any of the 50 boards instantly. Here’s exactly what’s on each page and how to use it.

PAGE 1 — SHOPPING LIST

Your complete grocery run. Every item is listed with quantity and estimated price, organized into
sections (Cheeses, Meats, Crackers, etc.) in a two-column layout. The stats bar at the top tells you
board size, prep time, total cost, and difficulty. The session type badge (Quick Weeknight / Weekend
Project / Showstopper) tells you how much time and effort to plan for.

B Print this page and take it to the store.
B Total cost estimates assume standard grocery pricing. Specialty stores may vary.
B Quantities are calibrated for 8—12 guests. Scale proportionally for other group sizes.

PAGE 2 — TIMELINE & BUILD STEPS 1-4

The timeline at the top shows you exactly when to do what, from 30 minutes before serving down to
the final plating moment. Below it, Steps 1—4 walk you through the board assembly in sequence, with
each ingredient’s exact placement, a science callout explaining why each pairing works, and quick
reference notes.

W Read the full timeline before you start. Some steps require advance prep.
B Each step has a ‘Why this works’ note — read these to understand the flavor logic.
B Bold ingredient names in each step = exact placement instructions.

PAGE 3 — BUILD STEPS 5-7

Continuation of the build sequence. Steps 5 through 7 complete the board, covering finishing touches,
garnishes, and final arrangement. This page also covers any temperature-sensitive items that go on
last.

B Don’t add temperature-sensitive items (fresh fruits, soft cheeses) until T-0.
B Garnishes are always last — they’re visual, not structural.

PAGE 4 — SUBSTITUTIONS

Every core ingredient has at least one tested swap, with an explanation of why the substitute works
within the same flavor system. Use this page when an item is unavailable, out of budget, or when
serving guests with dietary restrictions. The key rule: every swap preserves the pairing mechanic, not
just the ingredient.

B The ‘Why It Still Works’ column is the important one — read it before swapping.
W Substitutes are rated by how closely they match the original’s role.
Bl Regional alternatives are listed where applicable.
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PAGE 5 — OPTIONAL ELEVATIONS

Five optional upgrades ranked by impact, with cost estimates and instructions. Elevations are NOT
required — the board is complete without them. But if you want to take it further (a special occasion,
an expert audience, or simply because you want to push the board), these give you a clear path. Each
elevation targets a specific sensory gap in the base board.

B Start with Elevation 1 — it’s always the highest-impact upgrade.
B Cost estimates are in addition to the base board cost.
B ‘Why It Works’ callouts explain the specific sensory upgrade each elevation provides.

QUICK REFERENCE — SESSION TYPE RATINGS

Beginner difficulty - 20—25 min prep - $25-$65 - Perfect for any night of the week
Beginner—Mid or Intermediate - 25—60 min - Ideal for planned gatherings

Advanced or Master - 60+ min - $100+ - For special occasions that deserve
the extra effort
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CHARCUTERIE LAB WHERE SCIENCE MEETS FLAVOR

SHOPPING LIST
charcuterielab.com

THE CLASSIC AMERICAN STARTER BOARD

Complete Blueprint for 8—12 People - Approachable ingredients - Perfect first board - Crowd-pleasing science included

BOARD SIZE PREP TIME TOTAL COST CHEESE MEAT DIFFICULTY
16"-20" board 20-25 min $40-$65 3 types ~18 oz 3 types ~15 oz Beginner

EXACT SHOPPING LIST — 8-12 PEOPLE

ITEM Qty EST. $ ITEM aty EST.$
= CRACKERS & BREAD
[] Sharp Cheddar — block 8-10 oz $5-8 [] Butter Crackers (Ritz-style) 1 sleeve $2-3
] Colby Jack — sliced 6 0z $3-5 [] Water Crackers 1 sleeve $2-3
] Cream Cheese — whipped 4 oz tub $3—4  [] Baguette slices 2 baguette $2-3
[] Pepperoni — sliced 4 0z $3-5 [ Red & Green Grapes 12 cups $3—-4
[] Summer Sausage — sliced 5-6 oz $4-6 [] Apple slices (Honeycrisp) 1 apple $1-2
1 Salami (Genoa) — sliced 4 0z $3-5 [] Cherry Tomatoes 2 cup $2-3
1 Whole Grain Mustard 2 tbsp $2-3
] Honey (raw local) 2 tbsp $2-4
1 Dill Pickle Slices Y2 cup $1-2
] Marcona Almonds Ya cup $3—4
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BUILD STEPS
charcuterielab.com

THE CLASSIC AMERICAN STARTER BOARD

Complete Blueprint for 8—12 People - Approachable ingredients - Perfect first board - Crowd-pleasing science included

T-20 min T-15 min T-10 min T-5 min T-0 min
Pull cheeses & meats; Slice cheddar, apple; prep  Anchor cheeses, pour & Fan meats, add fruits, Guests arrive! Refresh
rest at room temp ramekins mustard honey crackers, nuts every 20 min

BOARD BUILDING BLUEPRINT — STEP BY STEP

€ ANCHOR WITH THREE CHEESES

e Sharp Cheddar Upper-left zone. Cut into irregular cubes — never uniform slices. Rustic breakage signals
handcrafted quality and gives guests a reason to interact.

e Colby Jack Center-right. Fold slices into loose quarters for height and visual texture.

e Cream Cheese Lower-center in a small ramekin. Guests spread on crackers — the soft texture creates a speed bump
that slows grazing and extends enjoyment.

Why this works: Three textures (hard, semi-soft, spreadable) engage different eating mechanics, keeping guests at
uests actively engaged with the board rather than taking one bite and stepping away.

o PLACE THE MEATS

e Pepperoni Fold into cups and cluster near the cheddar — pepperoni's fat and salt amplify the cheese's tang.

e Summer Sausage Fan 8-10 half-moon slices in an arc near the center.

e Genoa Salami Roll into loose cones and place near the water crackers zone — their mild flavor lets crackers carry
the salami.

Why this works: Proximity pairing: placing each meat next to its ideal cracker or cheese partner reduces guest
decision fatigue and naturally guides the palate through the planned pairings without instruction.

e ADD FRUITS

e Grapes Lay small clusters in two spots — upper-right and lower-left — to visually balance the board.

e Apple Slices Fan 5-6 slices near the cheddar. Apple's malic acid cuts through cheddar fat, resetting the palate
between bites.

Why this works: Malic acid in apples acts as a natural palate cleanser, allowing guests to taste the cheese's full
se’s full flavor on each new bite rather than accumulating fat residue from previous bites.

0 PLACE CRACKERS

e Butter Crackers Fan 8—10 in a slight arc near the cream cheese — buttery crackers complement spreadable cheese.
e Water Crackers Stack near the summer sausage and aged cheddar — neutral base lets those bolder flavors lead.
e Baguette slices Tuck along the board edge near the meats — the chew creates a satisfying contrast.

Why this works: Cracker-to-cheese matching by flavor intensity prevents any single element from dominating, keeping
g the board — balance is what makes guests keep returning.
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BUILD STEPS
charcuterielab.com

THE CLASSIC AMERICAN STARTER BOARD

Complete Blueprint for 8—12 People - Approachable ingredients - Perfect first board - Crowd-pleasing science included

e ADD CONDIMENTS & EXTRAS

e Whole Grain Mustard Place in small ramekin near summer sausage — mustard's acetic acid cuts through the meat's
fat and enhances every bite.

e Honey Drizzle over or near the cheddar — honey's fructose amplifies cheddar's caramel notes.

e Pickle Slices Place in a small pile near the meats — brine acidity refreshes the palate and amplifies savory flavors.

Why this works: Acidity (mustard, pickles) acts as a flavor amplifier by contrast: the sour note makes the
e adjacent rich cheese taste deeper and more complex by comparison.

e FINISH WITH NUTS & GARNISH

e Marcona Almonds Scatter 4 cup in 2 small clusters to fill visual gaps. Place some near the cheddar.

o Cherry Tomatoes Add 5-6 tomatoes for color pop — their red creates the most powerful visual contrast on a
brown/tan board.

Why this works: Visual contrast increases perceived flavor complexity by 15—20% according to color-taste research.

e LAST-MINUTE REFRESH

e Every 20 min Refill crackers from the box — never leave an empty zone. Guests perceive an empty board as
diminished value even if 70% of food remains.
e Pickles Check the pickle ramekin — it empties fast. Have a backup jar ready.

Why this works: The 'full board effect': boards that appear full throughout the party are rated 30% higher quality
by guests than boards with visible gaps — refresh or consolidate as guests graze.

4 DIDYoUKNOW? *
Americans eat over 11 billion pounds of cheddar per year — enough to wrap around Earth twice. Its orange
color comes from annatto seed extract added purely for looks; color has zero effect on flavor.
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SUBSTITUTIONS

charcuterielab.com

H BOARD 01 OF 50 CHARCUTERIE LAB BLUEPRINT SERIES

THE CLASSIC AMERICAN STARTER BOARD

Complete Blueprint for 8—12 People - Approachable ingredients - Perfect first board - Crowd-pleasing science included

Each swap preserves the same pairing mechanic — only the ingredient changes, never the flavor logic.

MAKING IT WORK — SUBSTITUTIONS & SWAPS

ORIGINAL WHY IT'S ON THE BOARD m WHY IT STILL WORKS

Young Gouda shares cheddar's mild

Familiar anchor; mild tang profile with a creamier melt. Same
welcomes non-adventurous approachability, slightly more European
Sharp Cheddar = guests Gouda (young) flair.
Kielbasa's garlic notes extend the savory
Summer Smoke + spice balances mild Kielbasa slices layer. Slice thin at a diagonal for visual
Sausage cheese anchors (room temp) appeal.

Triscuit's wheat flavor adds complexity
Buttery flavor bridges cream Triscuits (whole without overpowering. Works identically as
Butter Crackers = cheese and meats wheat) a spreadable-cheese vehicle.

Apple butter's natural sweetness + apple
Sweet contrast sharpens aged acidity performs double duty: sweet
Honey cheese perception Apple Butter contrast AND palate reset.

Cashews share Marcona's buttery oleic

Marcona Buttery richness mirrors cheese acid profile. Same pairing mechanic, more
Almonds fat compounds Roasted Cashews accessible price point.
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ELEVATIONS

charcuterielab.com

THE CLASSIC AMERICAN STARTER BOARD

Complete Blueprint for 8—12 People - Approachable ingredients - Perfect first board - Crowd-pleasing science included

The board is complete as built. These elevations are optional — each targets a specific sensory upgrade.

OPTIONAL ELEVATION KE THE BOARD FURTHER

Upgrade to a Smoked Cheddar

Better cheese - +$2-3

Swap standard sharp cheddar for a smoked variety (Tillamook, Cabot). Place at the same anchor position. Add a tiny smoke-theme garnish
(rosemary sprig).

Smoke compounds (guaiacol, syringol) interact with summer sausage's own smoke compounds in
Add Fig Jam

Flavor bridge - +$4-5
Place a small ramekin of fig jam between the cheddar and the meat section. Provide a small spreader.

Fig jam's natural tannins soften cheddar's sharpness while its sweetness amplifies the cured
Introduce a Blue Cheese (Small)

Bold upgrade - +$4-6
Add 2-3 oz Gorgonzola dolce in a small ramekin near the honey. The honey is the bridge that makes blue cheese accessible to first-timers.

Honey's fructose physically binds to Gorgonzola's butyric acid (the sharp note), reducing its

Add Cornichons
Acid upgrade - +$3—4
Replace dill pickles with cornichons. Place in the same spot. Their petite size encourages one-bite consumption with a single fold of salami.

Cornichons have 15-20% higher acidity than standard dill pickles (pH ~3.1 vs ~3.4), producing a

Add Fresh Rosemary Garnish

Visual & aromatic upgrade - +$1

Tuck 3—4 fresh rosemary sprigs along the board edges and near the cheese anchors. Do NOT cook — raw rosemary releases volatile
aromatics as guests walk by.

Rosemary's 1,8-cineole (camphor-like) volatile activates olfactory receptors before food is tasted,
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