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Introduction

A beautiful dinner party is one of the warmest and most gracious gifts you can give to your friends and family. And a dinner party is—or should be—more than just an assortment of foods and beverages. Every detail—from invitations to music to decorative touches—serves to enrich and complete the dining experience.

If you think that choosing, preparing, and serving the food is complicated enough, without having to also worry about ambiance, the Dinner Party Cookbook is just what you need. Owning this book is like having a professional party planner at your fingertips; you will find all the ingredients necessary to plan successful, fun, and delicious dinner parties—twenty-one complete menus, over a hundred recipes, and dozens of tips for theme decorating, table settings, background music, and more.

Whatever the occasion, we have the plan. Choose from a Formal Dinner when you want to impress, or an Academy Awards Supper when you’re into fun and fantasy. Or how about a Romantic Dinner for Two with that special someone?

Many of the menus can be prepared before the party. And although all the recipes featured in each menu are included, you can save time and effort by purchasing some precooked and ready-to-serve items. The main thing is to get as much done ahead of time as possible, so you have time to relax, get ready, and enjoy your guests as they arrive. And if you have some last-minute sauces or stirring, simply bring the hors d’oeuvres (and the guests) into the kitchen so you and your guests can chat. I am sure you’ve noticed that the kitchen becomes a favorite gathering place at every party. The delicious smells and the intimate, informal atmosphere seem to act as magnets, no matter how much decorating and cleaning you may have done to the rest of the house or apartment.

Remember, even if you don’t have the time or budget to implement all of our table decor suggestions, you can never go wrong with flowers and candles—lots of each. In fact, my favorite look is to have candles, candles, everywhere (all the better to see you with, my dear, in the soft glow of candlelight). Place a votive candle at each place setting, or artfully group tapered candles of varying heights. However, never use scented candles or heavily fragrant flowers on a dinner table—nothing should compete or interfere with the aromas of the fabulous food you serve. And while a large flower arrangement is certain to be very decorative, make sure that your guests can see past the flowers to chat with their across-the-table neighbors.

Don’t limit your decorating to the inside of the house. Create a warm and inviting entrance—string trees and shrubbery with white twinkle lights and line your sidewalk with lights and torches. If your party area overlooks the backyard, and if you happen to have a pool in that yard, float votive candles in tin pie pans in the pool. If you don’t have a pool, you can get the same effect by floating candles and flower blossoms in wading pools. The result is really beautiful—especially at dusk.

Allow the decorating ideas in this book to spark your imagination and creativity as you pull together assorted odds and ends to create just the right effect. Improvise—the possibilities are endless:

• Candleholders: assorted jars, scooped-out fruits and vegetables, anything spray-painted or glitter-glued

• Centerpiece flora: large green leaves, eucalyptus, sheaves of straw or grain, feathers, groupings of fruits, vegetables or breads

• Table covers: colorful scarves, paper doilies, old bedspreads or quilts, fabric pieces from the remnant counter, even dish towels for a casual, whimsical look

• Ice buckets: decorative tubs or wading pools (outdoors), or your grandmother’s samovar or favorite urn for a more formal setting

A Word about Wine

Gone are the days when strict wine-selection rules were de rigueur—you know, red with beef and white with fish or fowl. Contemporary gourmets now agree that anything goes, and don’t forget to always offer a good sparkling water for the growing ranks of nondrinkers. You’ll notice that each menu includes a few general wine suggestions. Read those recommendations, then please your own palate. However, you should still remember a few basics:

• Serve red wine at a cool room temperature in large-bowled glasses. Uncork the bottle an hour or so before pouring, allowing it to oxidize, which will enhance the flavor.

• Serve white and blush wines chilled—from the refrigerator or an ice bucket. Use narrow, tulip-bowled glasses.

• When pouring at the table, have an extra cloth napkin handy to wrap or tie around the bottle, saving you, your guests, and your tablecloth from random dripping.

When you want to extend the party, or when you simply want a four-star ending to your four-star evening, follow a lovely tradition from more civilized times—retire to the den or living room to sip a cup of steaming, full-bodied coffee or to cradle a snifter of warm brandy. To complete this experience, prepare a tray of coffee accompaniments:

• Selection of rich cognacs and liqueurs

• Dainty sugar cubes or coarse colored sugar

• Thick whipped cream

• Shaved chocolate

• Shakers of cinnamon and nutmeg

I hope that the recipes, decorating tips, and planning ideas in this book will be so helpful that you can accomplish one of the most important goals (I think) in hosting a dinner—to have as much fun at your party as your guests.

Enjoy!

Karen Lancaster
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Cocktails and Grazing

Pretty elegant.

Pretty smart.

And pretty easy.

That’s the plan for this spiffy soiree you throw when you want your guests to mingle, munch, and meet each other. Although this is not a dinner party in the strictest sense of the term, the hearty array of hors d’oeuvres makes for a satisfying supper that gives your guests a chance to sample—and schmooze. And best of all, you can prepare everything ahead of time and join your guests without having to worry about serving, reheating, removing plates, and other such responsibilities that are definitely more work than play.

Menu

Pesto Cheesecake

    Portobello Mushroom Bruschetta

    Aioli Dip with Crudités

    Smoked Salmon Crostini

    Chocolate Truffles

    Raspberry Tartlets

Invitations

Select good-quality cards with colored borders, and write your message with matching-colored pens.

Decorations/Table Settings

• Make a dramatic statement with color. Choose one shade that coordinates with the room and repeat that color in table cover, candles, and flowers.

• Cluster taper candles on mirrored trays. Accent with elegant vases filled with beautifully arranged flowers.

• Create interest with trays of varying heights, such as a footed cake stand or an elevated chafing dish. Or you can cheat by covering boxes or thick books with decorative cloths and using these improvised stands under your trays.

• Decorate trays with grapes or parsley spilling over the sides. (See sidebar for more food garnish ideas.)

Music

Provide a suitably sophisticated backdrop for the evening with sounds from Pat Metheny, Aaron Neville, and Van Morrison. If you have a classical-loving group, the options are endless.

Beverages

Set up a makeshift bar at which guests can serve themselves. If offering mixed drinks, provide mixers, ice, lime wedges, lemon twists, olives, and stir sticks. Or, depending on your crowd, you may just want to offer a selection of white and red wines. Be sure to have plenty of sparkling water and soft drinks on hand for nondrinkers.

Pesto Cheesecake

MAKES: 20 SERVINGS


Crust Ingredients:

1 tablespoon butter, room temperature

1/4 cup bread crumbs

2 teaspoons grated Parmesan cheese


Filling Ingredients:

16 ounces cream cheese

1 cup ricotta cheese

1/2 cup grated Parmesan cheese

1/4 teaspoon salt

1/8 teaspoon cayenne pepper

3 large eggs

1/2 cup pesto (store-bought or homemade)

1/4 cup pine nuts

Cocktail toasts


1. Preheat the oven to 325 degrees.

2. Butter bottom and sides of a 9-inch springform pan. Combine bread crumbs and 2 teaspoons Parmesan cheese and press the mixture into the pan.

3. To make the filling, use an electric mixer to beat the cheeses with salt and cayenne pepper, then add eggs, one at a time.

4. Transfer half the filling mixture into a separate bowl and add pesto to the remaining half; mix well.

5. Pour the pesto mixture into the pan, then top with reserved mixture. Smooth the top with a kitchen knife or wooden spoon, then sprinkle with pine nuts.

6. Bake for 45 minutes, or until set. Cool, cover, and refrigerate for 8 hours or overnight.

7. To serve, loosen the edges with knife, transfer to a tray, and surround with crisp toasts.

8. Provide decorative spreaders.
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Portobello Mushroom Bruschetta

MAKES: 20 SLICES

Large loaf of heavy white bread

1/4 cup + 1/4 cup olive oil

1 pound portobello mushrooms, sliced

3 to 4 green onions, chopped

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 cup dry white wine

Salt and pepper, to taste


1. Preheat the oven to 375 degrees.

2. Slice bread loaf in half lengthwise. Place both halves, cut side up, on a baking sheet and brush the tops with 1/4 cup olive oil, dividing evenly between the halves.

3. Toast the bread in the oven for about 10 minutes or until the tops are golden brown. Remove from oven and slice each half into 10 thick slices.

4. In a large skillet over medium-low heat, warm the remaining 1/4 cup olive oil, then add mushrooms, green onions, and garlic, sautéing about 5 minutes or until done.

5. Stir in wine and bring to a boil, then reduce heat and continue to stir for another 15 minutes.

6. Sprinkle the mushroom mixture with salt and pepper and spread over toasted bread. Serve warm or at room temperature.

Tip: If you have any leftover mushroom mixture, drain it and freeze it for future use—the mushrooms will make a wonderful addition to scrambled eggs and to most pasta sauces.
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Aioli Dip with Crudités

MAKES: 12 SERVINGS

2 cups mayonnaise

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

1/4 teaspoon dried red pepper

2 + 2 tablespoons olive oil

6 garlic cloves, minced

10 to 20 cherry tomatoes

3 to 4 zucchini, sliced into rounds

1 pound carrots, peeled and sliced into sticks (or use whole baby carrots)

1 pound celery, sliced into sticks

2 green and 2 yellow bell peppers, sliced into strips

4 artichokes, boiled and chilled


1. In a large bowl combine mayonnaise, mustard, red pepper, and 2 tablespoons olive oil.

2. In a large skillet over medium-low heat, warm remaining 2 tablespoons olive oil, add garlic, and sauté for a few minutes to release the flavor of the garlic into the oil.

3. Stir the garlic and oil into the mayonnaise sauce, transfer the dip to a decorative bowl, and place on a platter surrounded by crudités (dipping vegetables).

Tip: Slice the vegetables a few hours before the party, place them in ice water, and store them in the refrigerator (up to 3 hours). Drain before serving. This process will make the vegetables crisper.

Smoked Salmon Crostini

MAKES: 12 SERVINGS

8 ounces whipped cream cheese

1 tablespoon sour cream

1 teaspoon lemon juice

1/3 cup chives, chopped

2 tablespoons capers

Cocktail toasts

1 pound smoked salmon, thinly sliced

Cut parsley sprigs


1. Combine cream cheese, sour cream, lemon juice, chives, and capers and blend well. Spread onto toasts.

2. Place salmon pieces on top of each toast and garnish each with a sprig of parsley.

Chocolate Truffles

MAKES: 24 TRUFFLES

16 ounces semisweet chocolate bits

3/4 cup heavy cream

1/4 cup sweet liqueur or cognac (Grand Marnier or Courvoisier)

4 tablespoons butter

1/2 cup cocoa powder

1/2 cup powdered sugar


1. In a large double boiler over medium heat stir together chocolate bits, cream, liqueur, and butter until everything melts and blends. Remove from heat and allow to cool.

2. Using an electric mixer, beat the chocolate mixture for about 10 minutes or until fluffy. Drop mixture by teaspoon onto a tray lined with wax paper and refrigerate.

3. Sift together cocoa and powdered sugar, roll each truffle in the mixture to coat evenly, then return to the refrigerator. Chill until serving time.

Raspberry Tartlets

MAKES: AS MUCH AS YOU WANT

Prepared French pastry shells or mini pie crusts

Prepared instant vanilla pudding

Raspberry preserves

Fresh raspberries


1. For each serving, fill a pastry shell to mid-level with pudding.

2. Cover the pudding with a thin layer of preserves, and top with fresh raspberries.
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Turn ordinary into extraordinary—just a little effort goes a long way. You already know about garnishing your serving platters and dinner plates with sprigs of parsley and watercress; now try some of these artful accents:

• Radish Rosettes: Wash large radishes and slice off one end. Use a paring knife to cut deep vertical gashes around the top, then slice thin layers down from the top to form petal shapes (scallops) all the way around. Immerse the radish in ice water for at least 1 hour, until petals open up.

• Pickle Garnishes: Select small pickles, and make several lengthwise slices. Leave slices attached at one end. Fan out slices.

• Celery Fans: Trim celery stalks and make narrow slits lengthwise from each end, meeting nearly in the center. Place the sliced stalks into a bowl of ice water for 1 hour, until ends begin to curl.
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Radish Rosette
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Pickle Garnish
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Celery Fan
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Taste of the Tropics

The smell of salt in the air, the sway of palm trees in the wind, and the beat of steel drums in the night.

Even if you’re miles away from tropical waters, you can recreate a balmy island evening for your friends that’s almost as good as the real thing.

Menu

    Fried Plantains with Chutney Dip

    Pineapple, Avocado, and Shrimp Salad

    Jamaican Jerk Chicken

    Rice and Beans with Okra

    Key Lime Pie

Invitations

Roll your handwritten invitations and insert into dark long-necked bottles, then hand-deliver.

Decorations/Table Setting


• Line your front walkway or lawn with tiki torches.

• Gather potted tropical plants in your dining area.

• Spread fishnet over floral tablecloths.

• Fill dime-store fishbowls with floating tropical flowers and/or live goldfish.

• Use groupings of seashells for candleholders (secure candles with molding clay).

• Display starfish, sand dollars, and coral pieces at each place setting.

Music


Select contemporary calypso or reggae artists like Stephen Marley, Ziggy Marley, and Shaggy. Have a bamboo stick ready in case your crowd gets into a limbo mood.

Beverages

Serve Ginger Beer or Rum Punch (see below).
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Rum drinks, such as Planter’s Punch, are delectable and great fun when served in a scooped-out coconut shell. For 1 serving, mix 2 jiggers rum, 2 jiggers pineapple juice, 1 jigger water, and 1 tablespoon sugar, then pour over crushed ice. Top with an orange slice and a paper umbrella, just for good measure!
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Fried Plantains

MAKES: 6 SERVINGS

4 very ripe plantains

Peanut oil or vegetable oil

Salt, pepper, and paprika, to taste


1. Peel and remove strings from fruit. Slice very thinly and soak in a bowl of cold water 1 to 2 hours before cooking.

2. Drain and dry the plantains, then cook in a deep fryer filled with very hot oil for several minutes, or until golden brown.

3. Drain on paper towels and sprinkle with salt, pepper, and paprika.

Chutney Dip

MAKES: 11/2 CUPS

6-ounce jar fruit chutney

1 tablespoon lime juice

1/2 cup sour cream


1. In a medium bowl, combine all ingredients; mix well. Chill before serving.

2. Serve as a dipping sauce for fried plantains.

Pineapple, Avocado, and Shrimp Salad

MAKES: 6 SERVINGS

6 lettuce leaves

2 ripe avocados, peeled and sliced

1 red onion, thinly sliced

2 cups fresh pineapple chunks

1/2 pound cooked baby shrimp

French dressing


1. Place lettuce leaves on individual salad plates, then layer avocados, onions, and pineapple.

2. Top with shrimp and serve with French dressing.

Jamaican Jerk Chicken

MAKES: 6 SERVINGS

1 cup soy sauce

1/2 cup wine vinegar

1/4 cup vegetable oil

1/4 cup brown sugar

1/4 cup lime juice

2 Scotch bonnet or serrano chili peppers, seeds removed

1 medium onion, chopped

2 tablespoons ground ginger

2 teaspoons ground allspice

1 teaspoon ground nutmeg

1 teaspoon ground cloves

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

3 pounds chicken pieces, skin removed


1. Combine all ingredients except chicken in a blender or food processor and purée.

2. Place the chicken into a large bowl and pour the spice mixture on top, patting into meat; marinate for several hours or overnight.

3. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees.

4. Place the chicken into a shallow baking pan and roast for 35 to 40 minutes. Raise the baking temperature for the last few minutes to brown the chicken.

Rice and Beans with Okra

MAKES: 6 SERVINGS

11/2 cups unsweetened coconut milk

1 clove garlic, minced

4 green onions, minced

1/2 teaspoon thyme

1 teaspoon salt

10-ounce package frozen okra

3 cups water

14-ounce can red kidney beans, drained

11/2 cups uncooked white rice


1. In a large saucepan over medium-high heat, combine coconut milk with garlic, onions, thyme, and salt. Bring to a boil and add frozen okra.

2. Cook for a few minutes, then add water and bring to another boil. Stir in beans and rice, reduce heat, and cover.

3. Simmer for 20 minutes, then stir. Cook for an additional few minutes, or until rice is done.

Key Lime Pie

MAKES: 6 TO 8 SERVINGS

5 egg yolks

14-ounce can sweetened condensed milk

1/2 cup key lime juice

2 tablespoons lime peel, grated

9-inch graham cracker crust

Whipped cream for garnish

Lime, thinly sliced, for garnish


1. Preheat the oven to 325 degrees.

2. In a large mixing bowl, beat egg yolks at high speed for 3 to 4 minutes. Continue mixing and add condensed milk, lime juice, and lime peel, mixing well after each addition.

3. Pour the mixture into prepared crust and bake for 15 to 20 minutes or until filling is firm and set. Cool, then chill until serving time.

4. Slice the pie and garnish with whipped cream and thin lime slices.

Tip: Key lime juice has a very tart taste that gives the pie its distinctive flavor, but regular lime juice can be substituted to produce a delicious pie, too!
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Swiss Fondue

Do you long to be schussing in St. Moritz? Hobnobbing in Gstaad? Create a cozy Swiss fondue party that’s swanky, but not stuffy—maybe you’ll even sit on the floor! At any rate, this dinner theme provides one of the most convivial settings possible for a dinner party as guests spear, swirl, and savor together in an informal and very cozy setting. Let candlelight cast a glow, let your guests partake of sumptuous dipping sauces, and let yourself bathe in the accolades that are sure to come at evening’s end.

Menu

    Mulled Wine

    Hot Buttered Rum


    Roasted Pepper Canapés

    Cheese Fondue with French Bread

    Mixed Green Salad with Vinaigrette

    Beef Bourguignonne Fondue with
Horseradish Sauce

    Chocolate Fondue with Strawberries and Angel Food Cake

Invitations

Use preprinted Alpine-themed invitations, or paint the Swiss flag in the corner of a card. Ask your guests to “think snow” in their dress.

Decorations/Table Setting


Create a Swiss chalet atmosphere:

• Cover walls with ski posters.

• Stack your old skiing equipment in the doorway.

• Hang wool caps and mittens from the chandelier.

• Cover the floor with a bearskin rug (in front of the fireplace, if possible).

• For the adventurous, arrange low tables with floor cushions for a casual and fun seating arrangement. (Whether you use floor seating or a traditional dining table, suitably cover the tables for the dripping that’s sure to occur.)

• Make fondue pots the focal point of your table.

• Arrange pine cones and fragrant evergreen branches on the tables. Insert large candles into jugs and nestle the jugs among the branches. (Take care to place the branches safely away from the canned heat or alcohol flames.)

Music

Alternate Strauss with selections from Sigmund Romberg’s The Student Prince. (And if your guests start yodeling, that’s okay, too!)

Beverages

Have hot buttered rum or mulled wine ready as the party begins (see recipes), and serve an Alsatian wine—perhaps Moselle—with dinner.

Mulled Wine

MAKES: 6 SERVINGS

1 quart red Burgundy wine

3 ripe oranges, sliced

3 ripe lemons, sliced

1 cup sugar

4 cinnamon sticks, broken

1/4 cup whole cloves

Cinnamon sticks for garnish


1. In a large saucepan, combine all ingredients except garnish. Bring just to boiling over medium to high heat, stirring until the sugar dissolves.

2. Reduce heat and simmer for at least 10 minutes.

3. Strain to remove fruit and cloves and pour into mugs.

4. Garnish with cinnamon sticks and serve warm.

Hot Buttered Rum

MAKES: 12 OR MORE SERVINGS

1 stick butter, softened

1 pound brown sugar

1/2 teaspoon ground cinnamon

1/4 teaspoon ground cloves

Dark rum

Boiling water


1. Cream together butter, brown sugar, and spices. Refrigerate until ready to serve. (This batter can be prepared the day before.)

2. For each serving, spoon a heaping tablespoon of butter batter into a mug and add 11/2 ounces rum.

3. Fill to the top with boiling water and stir.
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Roasted Pepper Canapés

MAKES: 8 TO 10 SERVINGS

6 large red and green bell peppers

1/4 cup olive oil

1/4 cup lemon juice

2 cloves garlic, minced


1 teaspoon oregano

1 teaspoon basil

1/2 teaspoon salt

Large crackers or toasts


1. Place peppers under a preheated broiler for about 5 minutes on each side, or until skin completely browns.

2. Remove peppers from the oven and let cool for a few minutes; then cut out stems and seeds and peel off outer skin. Cut into slivers 1/2 inch wide and arrange in a shallow dish.

3. Combine remaining ingredients and pour over peppers; allow to marinate several hours before serving.

4. Drain and spoon the peppers onto large crackers or toasts.

Cheese Fondue with French Bread

MAKES: 8 SERVINGS

2 cups dry white wine

1 teaspoon lemon juice

2 pounds grated Gruyere cheese

1/4 cup kirsch (a strong cherry-flavored liqueur)

1 tablespoon cornstarch

Dash of nutmeg

French bread, cubed


1. Cook wine and lemon juice in a fondue pot until very hot. Decrease heat and stir in cheese, cooking until melted.

2. In a separate bowl, blend kirsch with cornstarch and nutmeg; stir into cheese until smooth. Keep on low heat and do not boil.

3. Serve as a dip for French bread.

Mixed Green Salad with Vinaigrette

MAKES: 8 SERVINGS

1 head red leaf lettuce

1 head green leaf lettuce

1 head romaine lettuce

1 cup bell pepper, chopped

1 cup mushrooms, sliced

4 to 6 cherry tomatoes, sliced

3 tablespoons red wine vinegar

2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

1 teaspoon sugar

1/2 teaspoon salt

31/4 cup oil


1. Wash greens and tear into bite-size pieces. Combine with pepper, mushrooms, and tomatoes in a large salad bowl.

2. In a small separate dish, mix together vinegar, mustard, sugar, salt, and oil. Toss with salad just before serving.

Beef Bourguignonne Fondue with Horseradish Sauce

MAKES: 8 TO 10 SERVINGS

Ingredients for Sauce:

1 cup sour cream

1/3 cup prepared horseradish

1/2 teaspoon lemon juice


Ingredients for Beef:

2 cups peanut oil

1/2 pound butter

4 pounds beef sirloin or tenderloin, cut into 3/4 -inch cubes


1. Mix together sour cream, horseradish, and lemon juice. Chill until serving time.

2. Heat oil and butter together in a fondue pot and allow guests to cook meat to their own preference: 20 seconds for rare and about 1 minute for well done.

3. Serve with sauce for dipping.

Chocolate Fondue with Strawberries and Angel Food Cake

MAKES: 8 SERVINGS

24 ounces semisweet chocolate chips

1/4 cup water

1/2 cup heavy cream

1/4 cup brandy or liqueur


1 quart fresh strawberries, washed, stems removed

1 platter angel food cake cubes


1. Melt chocolate chips with water in a microwave. Stir in cream and brandy, blending until smooth.

2. Place the mixture into a fondue pot over a warmer and serve as dip for strawberries and cake pieces.
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“Fondue” comes from the French word for melting and blending, and enjoys a fine history on both sides of the Atlantic. You’ll need specific equipment, of course: Use large pots on stands over liquid or canned fuel burners to cook meat dishes. Smaller pots over candles can be used for cheeses and dessert sauces. If you have fondue forks, fine—or you may purchase inexpensive wooden bamboo skewers and simply replace them between courses.
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