














Autumn Gatherings

Casual Food to Enjoy with Family and Friends

Rick Rodgers

Photographs by Ben Fink

[image: image]










Contents


Introduction



1 Appetizers and Beverages



2 Soups and Salads



3 Main Courses



4 Pasta and Risotto



5 Side Dishes



6 Desserts



Searchable Terms



Acknowledgments



About the Author



Credits



Copyright



About the Publisher








Introduction




We all have friends who start announcing the shortening of daylight as soon as they come back from summer vacation. “Look how soon it’s getting dark!” As soon as the temperature drops a degree, they remark, “Oh, it’s going to be an early winter!” When tomatoes and basil dwindle at the farmers’ market, they lament. They act as if summer is the only season that is worthwhile. Not so…

When I notice a nip in the air, I don’t complain. I welcome the change in the temperature and humidity, the coloring of the leaves, the mums in the garden. But most of all, I rejoice in cooking with the season’s produce.

This is the season of some of my favorite fruits and vegetables. When I was growing up in California, my suburban hometown still showed its agrarian roots with farm stands along the roads and with old fruit trees growing in backyards. Autumn meant a variety of fruits and vegetables that were entirely different from the summer bounty but no less delicious: puckery pomegranates (to eat one, Mom made me wear an old shirt that could take the staining juice); honeyed persimmons that Grandma Rodgers would transform into cookies; sticky-sweet figs that would ripen on the tree and drop to the ground so we never had to pick them; tart, thick-skinned lemons for the best lemon desserts you ever had.

I had never bought persimmons, figs, or lemons until I left California and moved to New York City. I was shocked at the price I had to pay for that first lemon. To this day, transplanted Californians are never happier than when we get a box of lemons (preferably Meyer) mailed from home. (Well, unless you send us a box of See’s candies, but I digress.) And when I moved east, I discovered a whole new world of fall favorites particular to the region, including earthy parsnips, juicy apples, and foxy Concord grapes.

As the weather turns cooler, we cook differently, too. Instead of grilling outdoors to keep the kitchen cool, I look for recipes for roasting, baking, and braising. These warm the kitchen with heat from the stove and fill the house with rich aromas as well. After a summer with a parade of vegetable-based salads, I really look forward to that first bowl of rib-sticking chili or an Oktoberfest dinner of sausages simmered in red cabbage. These slow-cooked dishes are perfect for weekend entertaining, and many of them are even better when made a day or two ahead and reheated.

Although my close circle of friends includes many incredible cooks, both professional and untrained, when we get together, you might be surprised at the food we serve. Invariably, the dishes are delicious but simply prepared. The main course might be an artful, long-braised stew or a no-fuss roast surrounded by vegetables that pick up the meat’s flavor. Our shared time is about being together, not about how many pots and pans are dirtied. We have learned how to make food that is packed with flavor but doesn’t always call for lots of work in the kitchen. And cooking with produce at the peak of its flavor is one surefire way to make your meals as tasty as possible.

While Autumn Gatherings is about casual meals to share with your friends—and about encouraging your friends and family to use the best seasonal produce—let’s not forget two important autumn holidays at which food plays a big role: Halloween and Thanksgiving. There’s obviously more to Halloween food than trick-or-treat candy, as recent statistics show that it is the number one holiday for party-giving. You’ll find some ideas here for your party’s menu (although I will tell you up front that I personally don’t go for grotesque decorations and prefer just to serve lots of good food without silly garnishes). And, of course, Thanksgiving is about traditions, but I’m offering some dishes that are brightened with contemporary flavors, along with a wonderful roast turkey. And don’t ignore the other events that make the season unique. You’ll find recipes for a tailgate cookout, and even an Oktoberfest supper. (I may put a little more emphasis on the latter because my great-uncle Bill was the leader of an oompah band and produced our local Oktoberfest, where I worked selling sausages with my cousins.)

In the food-writing business, in order to satisfy deadlines months before publication, I sometimes have to cook with out-of-season ingredients. Now, you can get just about anything you can imagine every day of the year at my local supermarkets—but that doesn’t mean that it will have any flavor. Being forced to create a summer recipe with peaches in November made me realize how I longed to return to the parsnips, cranberries, and potatoes I had just bought at the farm stand. In this book, I use produce in the traditional harvest cycles, not in the modern “it’s always summer somewhere” mentality. Even if you add variety to your meals with Holland red peppers in November, I encourage you to cook with sustainable, local foods as much as you can. Your food will be so much better for it.









APPETIZERS
 AND BEVERAGES





Buttermilk Focaccia with Gorgonzola and Grapes

French Onion Galette

Autumn Fruits with Prosciutto and Aged Balsamico

Warm Roasted Butternut Squash Salsa with Tortilla Chips

White Bean Dip with Roasted Garlic

Smoked Salmon Salad on Belgian Endive

Hot Buttered Apple Cider




Buttermilk Focaccia with Gorgonzola and Grapes

Makes 8 to 12 appetizer servings

My friend Joel Roark is a great baker. At a dinner at his house recently, he served the lightest, fluffiest focaccia I’ve ever had. I snagged the recipe, which was originally his late mother’s. Buttermilk may not be the most authentic Italian ingredient (I suspect that Mrs. Roark reworked a dinner roll recipe for her flatbread), but it makes wonderful focaccia, especially for this sweet and savory rendition.




FOCACCIA DOUGH

¾ cup buttermilk

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for the bowl, pan, and topping

1 teaspoon sugar

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon baking soda

One ¼-ounce package active dry yeast

1 tablespoon warm (105° to 115°F) water

2½ cups unbleached flour, as needed

 

2 cups seedless red grapes, vertically cut in halves

1 cup (4 ounces) crumbled Gorgonzola (see Note)

Freshly ground black pepper
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	1. To make the focaccia dough, warm the buttermilk in a small saucepan over low heat or in a microwave oven just until it loses its chill. Transfer to the bowl of a heavy-duty electric mixer. Add the oil, sugar, salt, and baking soda and stir.

	2. Sprinkle the yeast over the warm water in a very small bowl and let stand until the yeast softens, about 5 minutes. Stir well to dissolve the yeast and pour into the mixer bowl.

	3. Affix the paddle attachment to the mixer and turn the mixer on low speed. Gradually add enough of the flour to make a slightly sticky dough that pulls away from the side of the bowl. Switch the paddle attachment to the dough hook. Mix on medium-low speed to knead the dough until it is soft and supple, about 7 minutes.

	4. Transfer the dough to an oiled medium bowl and turn to coat the dough with oil. Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap. Let stand in a warm, draft-free place until the dough is doubled in volume, about 1 ½ hours.

	5. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 375°F. Lightly oil a 15 x 10 x 1-inch jelly roll pan.

	6. Meanwhile, punch down the dough and transfer it to the oiled pan. Stretch and pat out the dough to fit the pan. (If the dough retracts, cover it with plastic wrap, let it relax for about 5 minutes, and try again.) Cover the dough with plastic wrap and let stand until puffed, about 30 minutes.

	7. Scatter the grapes over the the top of the focaccia, leaving a 1-inch-wide border on all four sides. Sprinkle the Gorgonzola over the grapes. Brush the border with olive oil.

	8. Bake until the focaccia is golden brown, about 20 minutes. Transfer the pan to a wire cake rack and let cool until warm, about 10 minutes. Grind a generous amount of black pepper over the focaccia. Cut into thirds lengthwise, then crosswise into eighths to make 24 pieces. Serve warm or cooled to room temperature.



 


Note

Domestic Gorgonzola, which has a firmer texture and crumbles more readily than the Italian varieties, works best for this recipe. Any firm blue cheese can be substituted.

This recipe is also great with Concord grapes, but the seeds must be removed after the grapes are cut in half.




French Onion Galette

Makes 8 servings

A galette is a savory free-form tart, and it is one of the most versatile of all appetizers, as it can be served with drinks before dinner or with salad as a first course. This version, with lots of caramelized onions and nutty Gruyère, is reminiscent of French onion soup. Try it with a glass of Beaujolais nouveau.




2 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 large onions, cut into thin half-moons

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Perfect Butter Pastry Dough

1½ cups (6 ounces) shredded Gruyère cheese

1 teaspoon chopped fresh thyme





	1. Position a rack in the bottom third of the oven and preheat the oven to 400°F.

	2. Melt the butter in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the onions, stir well, and cover. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the onions soften, about 6 minutes. Uncover and reduce the heat to medium-low. Cook, stirring often, until the onions are very tender and golden, about 25 minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste. Cool completely.

	3. On a lightly floured work surface, roll out the dough into a 12-to 13-inch-diameter round about 1/8 inch thick. Slide onto a large rimless baking sheet (or the bottom of an inverted rimmed baking sheet). Sprinkle half of the Gruyère over the dough, leaving a 1½-inch-wide border. Spread the onions over the cheese, then sprinkle with the remaining cheese. Working around the perimeter of the galette, fold the border of exposed dough up and over, pleating it as you go, leaving the onions exposed.

	4. Bake until the dough is golden brown on the bottom (lift up an edge to check), 25 to 30 minutes. Cool slightly, then cut into wedges. Sprinkle the tart with the thyme. Serve warm or cooled to room temperature on cocktail plates with forks.






[image: image]

A Halloween Party

Buttermilk Focaccia with Gorgonzola and Grapes

Warm Roasted Butternut Squash Salsa with Tortilla Chips

Baked Pasta with Gruyère and Mushrooms

Pear, Pomegranate, and Greens Salad

Carrot-Apple Cupcakes

Hot Buttered Apple Cider








Persimmons

You will find two kinds of these bright orange fruits at your market, and be forewarned that they are not the same.

Hachiya persimmons are the larger of the two, with a smooth, bulbous shape. Ripening at room temperature is a very important step with Hachiya persimmons, as a fruit eaten before its time will be very unpleasantly tannic. A ripe fruit is actually squishy, and it will take on a translucent look. Do not be afraid to let it ripen this far! Hachiya is the variety to use for making cookies, cakes, and the like. Cut off the green calyx at the top of the very ripe persimmon, cut the flesh into chunks (discarding any seeds that you might come across), and puree in a food processor or blender. The puree freezes well for a few months, so it may be more convenient to ripen, puree, and freeze a quantity of persimmons and then thaw a small amount of puree as needed.

[image: image]

Fuyu persimmons are squat, with a few indentations in their curves. These do not need long ripening and should be eaten when firm, or firm-ripe. They will never ripen until they are squishy, and they don’t make good puree for baking. Just cut off the calyx, cut the fruit into thin slices, and enjoy raw as a snack or in salads.
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Autumn Fruits with Prosciutto and Aged Balsamico

Makes 6 servings

This requires no actual recipe, but it is worth outlining for those cooks who may not be familiar with some of the components. And it is one of my favorite first courses, showing that autumn’s fruits can be every bit as delicious as anything that summer has to offer. If you are not serving this to close friends, leave off the Concord grapes, or use the more boring but etiquette-approved seedless ones. For sensational results, use the best imported prosciutto di Parma (which is more delicate than most domestic versions) and top-notch balsamico.




1 Asian pear, cored and cut into 12 wedges

2 large figs, each cut into 6 wedges

2 Fuyu persimmons, calyx removed, each cut into 6 wedges

6 ounces Concord grapes, separated into 6 small bunches

6 ounces thinly sliced prosciutto, preferably prosciutto di Parma

Balsamic vinegar, preferably an aged artisan balsamico, for drizzling (see Note)






	1. For each serving arrange 2 slices each of the Asian pear, figs, and persimmons, and 1 bunch of grapes, around the perimeter of each of 6 dinner plates. Drape equal amounts of the prosciutto in the center of each plate, letting the slices fall to create a mound.

	2. Drizzle the vinegar around the fruit and prosciutto and serve immediately.



 



	

Note

	
Aged balsamic vinegar, which is made in small batches by dedicated Italian artisans, has a much more complex flavor and thicker consistency than supermarket balsamic. You’ll find it at specialty food stores and online. In a pinch, you can make a balsamic glaze from inexpensive vinegar, which is one-dimensional but acceptable. Boil ½ cup balsamic vinegar in a small saucepan until it is thick, syrupy, and reduced to about 3 tablespoons. Cool completely.






Warm Roasted Butternut Squash Salsa with Tortilla Chips

Makes about 4 cups

One autumn night, I made a vegetarian chili with a fall favorite, roasted butternut squash. When I served it with tortilla chips, I realized that with a few adjustments, it would make a great dip for a Halloween party. Keep it warm in a mini–slow cooker, or try it cooled to room temperature, served in a hollowed pumpkin.




1 ½ pounds butternut squash, peeled, seeded, and cut into ½-inch chunks

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided

1 onion, diced

1 red bell pepper, seeded and cored, cut into ¼-inch dice

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and minced

One 14 ½-ounce can diced tomatoes, drained

One 15-to 19-ounce can pinto beans, drained and rinsed

1 zucchini, cut into ½-inch dice

2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro

¼ cup coarsely chopped shelled and toasted pumpkin seeds (pepitas)

Salt and pepper

Tortilla chips, for serving





	1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 400°F. Lightly oil a baking sheet.
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	2. Toss the squash with 1 tablespoon of the oil and spread on a rimmed baking sheet. Roast, stirring occasionally, until the squash is lightly browned and tender, about 25 minutes.

	3. Meanwhile, heat the remaining 2 tablespoons of oil in a large skillet or saucepan over medium-high heat. Add the onion, bell pepper, garlic, and jalapeño and cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion is golden, about 8 minutes. Add the tomatoes, beans, zucchini, and cilantro and cook, stirring occasionally, until the zucchini is crisp-tender, about 5 minutes. Stir in the roasted squash and cook for 5 minutes more. (The salsa can be roasted, cooled, covered, and refrigerated up to 3 days ahead. Reheat over medium heat, stirring occasionally.) Stir in the pumpkin seeds. Season with salt and pepper.

	4. Transfer to a mini—slow cooker and serve warm with the tortilla chips.




White Bean Dip with Roasted Garlic

Makes about 3 cups

Roasted garlic is a great way to add flavor to dips, soups, and other dishes; about the only thing I haven’t tried it on is chocolate cake. This dip will make your Halloween party rock.




1 large head garlic

½ cup extra-virgin olive










	1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Cut the top from the garlic head to make a lid. Drizzle a little oil over the bottom half, season with a pinch of salt and pepper, then replace the lid to return the garlic to its former shape. Wrap the head in foil. Place the garlic on a baking sheet and bake until it is tender and golden, about 40 minutes. Let cool. Squeeze the garlic flesh out of the hulls.

	2. Place the roasted garlic, beans, and lemon juice in a food processor fitted with the metal blade. With the machine running, slowly add the ½ cup oil and process until smooth. Add the rosemary, if using. Season to taste with salt and pepper, and pulse to combine. (The dip can be made up to 3 days ahead, covered, and refrigerated.) Transfer to a serving bowl and serve at room temperature with the crackers.
























	1. To make the salad, whisk together the lemon juice and oil in a medium bowl. Add the smoked salmon, cucumber, and scallion and mix gently. Season lightly with salt and pepper to taste. (The salad can be prepared up to 1 hour ahead, covered, and refrigerated.)

	2. Spoon equal amounts of the salad into the wide ends of the endive leaves. Garnish with the chives. Serve chilled.























	1. Rinse and squeeze out a 12-inch square of cheesecloth. Wrap the ginger, star anise, cinnamon, cloves, fennel seed, and Sichuan peppercorns in the cheesecloth. Using a piece of kitchen twine, tie it into a packet.

	2. Pour the cider in a large nonreactive saucepan and add the spice bundle. Bring to a simmer over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally.

	3. Ladle the cider into warmed mugs. Add a dry cinnamon stick to each mug, and spike with Calvados. Top each with a pat of butter. Serve hot.
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