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great appetizers

Everyone loves tasting lots of different little things! My favorite party to give or to go to is an appetizer party. Starters, amuses-bouche, antipasti, hors d’oeuvres, mezes, antojitos, dim sum, tapas, canapés, finger foods—no matter what you call them, almost every culture has some kind of appetizer. By definition, an appetizer is a food served before a meal to stimulate the appetite. These little tidbits of food literally get the juices flowing and signal that there may be more to come.

I am about to give you my best entertaining secret. It is the one that causes everyone to walk into my house with their mouth watering and the thought that Pamela is a great cook: No matter what I am serving, just before my guests arrive, I cook something that will fill the house with tantalizing food scents. Usually, I sauté some onions or garlic, an irresistible aroma for the already hungry. In the holiday season, I caramelize a little sugar or drip some vanilla on a hot nonstick pan or simmer apple juice with cinnamon sticks in it. In the summer, I put hickory chips and one hamburger patty on the grill and fill the air with savory essences that would make a vegetarian crave meat. I am shameless when it comes to feeding people and exceedingly satisfied when they ask for seconds.

Party Planning

Start your planning with the invitations, and be sure to request an RSVP so that you will have a somewhat accurate count of the number of guests. Decide on your theme and what type of party you will have. Appetizers can be the main event of a party, the teasers before a meal, or the first course of a sit-down repast. In planning your menu for any of these possibilities, you should choose a range of recipes with a good diversity of ingredients, colors, temperatures, levels of spiciness, and textures.

The more variety, the more interesting the table is, but you can make yourself crazy if you try to do too many things. Supplement the assorted platters with baskets of breads, chips, and bowls of nuts. A cheese tray is an easy way to fill out a table; an assortment of Cheddar, smoked provolone, blue cheese, a wedge of Brie, and a basket of sliced breads is always popular. Have a supply of back-up goodies in your pantry in case you come up short olives, tapenade, pickles, crackers, and salsas are foods that won’t spoil if you don’t use them and will keep your party from being spoiled if you need them.

Take into consideration any guests with unique needs, such as children. It’s fun to make a special little table just for the kids, with tea sandwiches, fruit, crackers, and cheese. Don’t forget about the vegetarians; a beautifully displayed platter of crudités will please everyone. If you are expecting several vegetarians, provide a separate table with just vegetable dishes that they and everyone else can choose from

Once your menu is planned, determine which dishes can be made ahead and what needs to be cooked or assembled at the last moment. Don’t try to do all of your recipes at the last minute; have some dishes already prepared so that you’re not rushing at the last minute. For example, most dipping sauces and marinated foods can be prepared a day before

With your timeline in place, you can make your shopping lists. To calculate quantities for a party, the rule of thumb is 8 to 10 portions per person for an

appetizers-only party. If a meal is to follow, reduce these portions by half.

At least a week before the party, ask yourself a few questions: Will you need to rent dishes, glasses, eating utensils, tables, linens, chairs, chafing dishes, and serving utensils? Do you have enough refrigeration? Will you use disposable eating utensils? Will you need staffing to help park cars, cook, serve, and/or clean up? Is weather a concern, and do you have an option if it rains? Yes, that’s a lot of questions, but it’s better to think of these things in advance.

Party Perfect!

Presentation is very important. Consider using edible garnishes, such as olives, cheeses, bread sticks, grapes, figs, strawberries, and tangerine slices. Display appetizers on beds of lettuce leaves, edible flowers, or sliced citrus or tomato. Instead of traditional trays, make use of handsome wooden cutting boards, slabs of marble, and decorative mirrors. Give your table several layers of height by using cake stands, small boxes draped with linens, and floral arrangements. If you have a number of different sauces and dips, make name tags describing what they are.

Set up a beverage station; self-service is the easiest, but it still needs to be monitored to keep clean glasses, ice, and plenty of drinks available, including water and nonalcoholic beverages. Music, live or recorded, gives a party its tone.

Once you have your serving tables set up, have extra serving platters already assembled in the kitchen to exchange for empties when needed. It’s usually easier to keep the hot and cold foods in separate serving areas to make it easier to replenish.

Food Safety

Please remember food safety: food should remain at room temperature for a maximum of 2 hours, or 1 hour at the most on a hot day. Be aware of what ingredients are in your dishes, even those you have purchased, in case there are people with allergies or special diets.

Getting Started: Party Menus and Themes

Most of the following recipes serve 8 people (with 2 or 3 portions per person) and can be easily doubled or tripled. Here are some thematic menus, along with serving and decorating suggestions.

Mexican

Papaya-Avocado Salsa with Quesadilla Triangles

Tortilla Rolls with Corn & Black Bean

Salsa Lemon Chicken Escabeche

Roasted Poblano Chilies Stuffed with Shrimp & Crab

Add a basket of chips, some fresh tomato salsa, and guacamole. Garnish the platters with sprinkles of diced jicama, corn kernels, and diced red bell peppers. Suggested beverages: Mexican beer, margaritas, and sangría.

Italian

Antipasto platter: White Bean-Rosemary Crostini, Heirloom Tomato Bruschetta, Chicken Liver Crostini

Mozzarella, Basil, & Cherry Tomato Skewers

Bite-Sized Polenta Squares with Goat Cheese & Sun-Dried Tomatoes

Prosciutto & Arugula Mini Pizzas

The red-checkered tablecloth and straw-wrapped Chianti bottles are corny, but cute. Add a cutting board spread with a variety of salumi and Italian cheeses. Serve Prosecco, Pinot Grigio, and a good Italian red wine.

Farmers’ Market (Vegetarian)

Heirloom Tomato Bruschetta

Herbed Goat Cheese Dip with Crudité

Grilled Baby Vegetables

Stuffed Zucchini Blossoms

Four-Seasons Frittata

Create baskets or platters of fresh fruits and vegetables for display. Drinks should include smoothies, fresh-squeezed juices, and wine coolers.

Pacific Rim

Fried Spring Rolls with Peanut Dipping Sauce

Vegetable Samosas

Tea-Smoked Chicken Wings

Orange-Broccoli Salad

Instead of serving spoons and forks, use chopsticks. Decorate the platters with snow peas, baby corn, and baby carrots. Have bowls of steamed edamame and Asian party mix (rice crackers and wasabi peas) on the side. Paper lanterns can embellish the décor.

Mediterranean

Baba Ghanoush with Toasted Pita Triangles

Stuffed Grape Leaves with Dilled Yogurt

B’Stilla

Provençal Tomato-Basil Tartlets

Use fresh grape or fig leaves to line platters and sprinkle the rims with pomegranate seeds. Decorate with large bunches of red grapes. Serve white and red wine and sparkling water with lemon slices.

All Seafood

Scallops with Cilantro-Pine Nut Dipping Sauce

Champagne Oysters

Pepper-Crusted Tuna, Onion, & Bell Pepper Skewers

Grilled Scallops Wrapped in Pancetta

Mini Salmon Cakes

Marinated Mussels & Clams

Classic wine wisdom says to serve white wines with seafood, but a nice rosé or light red will also work with most of these dishes.

Island Party

Papaya-Avocado Salsa with Quesadilla Triangles Grilled Fresh Fruit

Skewered Hawaiian Sweet & Sour Meatballs

Pepper-Crusted Tuna, Onion, & Bell Pepper Skewers

Leis for each guest! Instead of serving on trays, use banana leaves. For the table, palm fronds, whole coconuts, and lots of flowers such as hibiscuses and birds-of-paradise. Essential beverages include Piña Coladas, Mai Tais, and fruit punch.

‘50s Cocktail Party

Grilled Shrimp Skewers

Skewered Hawaiian Sweet & Sour Meatballs

Grilled Lemon Chicken Wings

Grilled Scallops Wrapped in Pancetta

Stuffed Baby Potatoes with Mushroom Puree & Creme Fraîche

Deviled Quail Eggs with Capers & Flying Fish Caviar

This feels like a retro pool party, so serve martinis, of course, preferably from a bar. Campy platters of cheese cubes with frilly toothpicks are appropriate. Pull out your poodle skirt and the turntable with those old Sinatra and Nat King Cole vinyls.

Vegetarian

Below is a list of the recipes included in this book that contain no meat, seafood, or poultry. Some may call for chicken stock, but this can easily be substituted with vegetable stock (page 105):

Baba Ghanoush with Toasted Pita Triangles

White Bean-Rosemary Crostini

Pesto Dip with Spicy Bread Twists

Heirloom Tomato Bruschetta

Herbed Goat Cheese Dip with Crudité

Baby Artichokes with Red Pepper Mayonnaise

Papaya-Avocado Salsa with Quesadilla Triangles

Bite-Sized Polenta Squares with Goat Cheese & Sun-Dried Tomatoes

Potato-Red Onion Flat Bread

Provençal Tomato-Basil Tartlets

Mozzarella, Basil, & Cherry Tomato Skewers

Grilled Baby Vegetables

Grilled Fresh Fruit

Grilled Portobello Mushrooms with Crumbled Stilton

Grilled Eggplant Rolls Stuffed with Herbed Ricotta

Fried Spring Rolls with Peanut Dipping Sauce

Stuffed Grape Leaves with Dilled Yogurt

Tortilla Rolls with Corn & Black Bean Salsa

Crispy Parmigiano Shells Stuffed with Mixed Greens

Vegetable Samosas

Stuffed Cabbage Rolls

Stuffed Baby Potatoes with Mushroom Puree & Creme Fraîche

Stuffed Zucchini Blossoms

Stuffed Tomatoes

Rice Croquettes Filled with Gorgonzola

Baked Brie with Apricots

Roasted Garlic & Leek Soufflé

Orange-Broccoli Salad

Marinated Mushrooms

Italian Ruby Chard Custard
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