

[image: image]






[image: image]






Dinner & Party

Gatherings. Suppers. Feasts.

ROSE
PRINCE

[image: images]
SEVEN DIALS






CONTENTS

Title Page

AN INVITATION

HOW TO FOLLOW THE RECIPES

DINNER

FIRST COURSES

Meat and fish

Vegetable and dairy

Soup

MAIN COURSES

Meat and fish

Pasta, rice, vegetable

Sides

PUDDINGS & BAKING

PARTY

Cheese

Two stand up dinners

Summertime feast

Garden party

Indoor picnic

Summer lunch party

Two Christmas dinners


MAKING A MENU

DRINK

SUPPLIER DIRECTORY

About the Author

Copyright



[image: images]








[image: images]










AN INVITATION TO DINNER & PARTY

‘Come over.’

The simplest of all ways to issue an invite yet these two words mean one, some or all of the following: meet, eat, drink, share, celebrate and enjoy. It is an act of friendship and a unique human quality. No other being shares food outside the family to the extent that we do yet it is neither universal, in that everyone does it, nor is it instinctive, coming naturally to everyone. Even in a small way, cooking for friends is learned.

This is a book of practical recipes, ideal for entertaining. No matter your cooking ability, you will be able to put together a menu that is right for the occasion, your friends, the season and budget. Good hosts are often complimented for having made a meal look effortless which to me means more that the effort is hidden and consequently the gathering is enjoyably relaxed. Simple, clever ways of making the food look good, the right balance of flavours, sensible planning – these easy-to-adopt values underpin my Dinner & Party idea and are designed to inspire and be useful for both regular hosts and beginners. The litmus test for success is this: a party-giver should enjoy their day as much as their guests.





LIFE IS A PARTY

Some people grow up in homes where the door is always open to friends, and they take this custom into their own adulthood. For others, issuing that first invitation is momentous, a breakthrough into a pleasurable world but one that is not without challenges. Because in the simple, human act of inviting others into your home, you are revealing perhaps more about yourself than you might be at ease with: the inside of the sanctuary that is your household; your personal tastes in food and its presentation, your knowledge of what to drink with what and also – most dauntingly – your abilities.

It should not be so scary. Generally, the good manners of guests should give nothing but encouragement to their host – and gratitude. Socialising is about more than the prowess of the cook and yet we do seem to be living in an era of heightened analysis of food. Obsessive ‘foodyism’ brings a downside, putting off the beginner. When social media entitles everyone to assume the role of expert and critic, whether posting beautiful photographs of their own cooking or damning with their opinions the efforts of others when eating out, who dares to be an amateur? In this atmosphere the concept of simplicity is most at threat. Home cooks need to step back, be reminded that in the real world cooking for others at home is all about lightness of touch.

The cure for a shy host, someone who has not cooked often for friends let alone dared to ask a work colleague to dinner, is this: know a few recipes to begin with and practise them first if you can. Buy the best ingredients because it makes all the difference to flavour – shopping is 50 per cent of being a good cook – and always choose recipes you know are within your abilities and time schedule. Essentially, simplicity is immune to reproach.

DOING LESS

Do less – such a welcome thought and yet oddly hard to pull off at first. Natural generosity often leads to offering too much when a meal of simple ingredients, well chosen or sourced at the right time of year, leaves a much greater impression. I am not a critical guest. I care as much about being with people I love as I do the food, so am always happy to be asked anywhere. The only time I am irritated as a guest is when people do too much. Put it this way, meat and one veg is enough. I would rather someone focus on cooking a piece of meat well than have them dashing around buttering six vegetable dishes. If you only serve new potatoes, that is fine – in our kitchen we say that rocket with olive oil is a vegetable.

I do not say ‘you cannot go wrong’ lightly, but seasonal ingredients, especially locally sourced, cooked simply and presented with a drop of style, outrank every

fussy meal ever offered. As an example, between April and late June, when English asparagus is in the shops, it is for me the only starter to serve either with extra virgin olive oil, butter or classic hollandaise. It is beautiful on its own without any decoration. Because British-grown asparagus is scarce for most of the rest of the year, to serve it adds an other essential element to the meal: a sense of occasion.

SOCIAL HISTORY – DO YOU REMEMBER WHEN?

This book of recipes for dinners and parties contains many memories going back as far as childhood. There are recipes from our family Christmases, barbecues and long summer lunches outdoors; winter picnics served out of the boot of the car, with Thermos and lukewarm sausages, celebration cakes. Some recipes are dishes from my first, oh-so-grown-up supper parties after leaving home, when the budget was tight and space round the kitchen table even more squeezed – I remember us sharing chairs and there being only enough cutlery to eat risotto with either a fork or spoon, but not both.

To discover you love to cook dinners for others opens up a new aspect to life for a young person finding their way, creating a reciprocal social pattern. Cook a good dinner and someone will think to ask you back. It is how I met many of my friends and, incidentally, my husband. This is particularly relevant now, when people are busier than ever and more widely scattered. Now that it is possible to maintain friendships via Facebook and the norm to find partners through digital dating sites, the traditional dinner or party held at home comes under threat. We need to make time for dinner, however. Getting around the table with half a dozen of your favourite people on a Friday night, throwing that open-ended bohemian drinks party for however many; planning that picnic-barbecue in the garden. These are the punctuation points; future stories – the do-you-remember-whens in life. Entertaining is a habit to keep even when progress is pulling at us to digitalise our social lives.

THE RITUALS OF DINNER

Sharing food has always been highly ritualised, from the laying of the table with favourite crockery, glass and cutlery; choosing linen, decorating with flowers, lighting candles, to the meal itself. Traditionally, this has been an ordered structure with appetisers and bread handed around, the spectacle of meat being carved at the table then the final reward of sweet puddings. While it is rare to opt for a three-course dinner, even a diluted form of these codes and customs connects to our respect for the sacred availability of food, the killing of our prey if you like.

We do like to toast in our home, raising glasses for all sorts of reasons. I think this has replaced the old custom of saying grace to give thanks for what is on the table.

Some say it’s an affectation, but I think it is appropriate to mention if you are serving something remarkable, especially if your guests are as interested in food as you are. It might be locally reared meat from a special breed, something seasonal or handmade nearby – I do this as an acknowledgement, perhaps with silent gratitude and respect. Your passion for cooking and food itself will be infectious.

Saying please and thank you, not stretching to grab the butter, remembering not to stick your elbows into your neighbour while enthusiastically eating – there are many standards to remember in any food situation, and they vary from nation to nation. It is polite in Japan to make a slurping noise while eating soup and noodles. If you did that in Britain the whole room would fall silent, then stare. Scrunching up your napkin after eating is sign of appreciation in some countries, belching gives the same message in others. Elbows on the table, eating with your mouth open, yawning, using a toothpick – abhorrent in Britain and America but acceptable in most of Europe – what a minefield.

Meal rituals tend to be learned from parents. In our home, at a formal dinner, I was taught to serve from the left, clear from the right and always offer food first to the woman sitting on my father’s right. I do not keep these rules at home, and usually plonk the serving dishes in the centre for people to help themselves, then noisily stack dishes at the table rather than take two at a time, discreetly placing one on top of the other, as I was taught. This is something of a rebellion.

I feel that manners are one thing, and mostly common sense, but rules belong in formal or professional situations. In a domestic setting such behaviour can have the effect of making some feel excluded. Meals need to be egalitarian, more about sharing food and less about keeping up. Snobbery in food culture is gradually, and thankfully, being undone. We can all eat dinner and party without it.

P.S. PARTYING WITHOUT COOKING

I know people who never cook, but who love to have people over to eat. I hope that they will try perhaps the simplest recipes in this book, or be inspired to persuade someone else to and enjoy replicating the style in its pages. I should not admit it but there are good imitations out there to buy. There is absolutely no shame in purchasing ready-made as long as you buy from a trusted source. In France, it has always been quite normal to buy dinner made by a traiteur or pudding from a patisserie. In fact, a host will boast to guests about the little shop that makes the excellent terrines on the table, or the mousses, soups, stuffed crêpes, fish gratins, meat braises and fruit tarts. In the absence of a good source of ready-made ‘homemade’, I suggest to people averse to cooking to devote their efforts to shopping and picnic indoors.






[image: images]






THE BASICS

Details do not all have to be learned at once. If you take one or two menus from this book and can cook them confidently that is fine. Dip in from time to time and build your range. This section, when you’re ready, is all about the other elements of dinners and parties.

SPACE

Top of the list of excuses of why a person is afraid of entertaining at home is scale. ‘My kitchen is too small’; ‘my place is too tiny and four floors up …’ If you commit to being flexible you can throw a party anywhere. Extinguish the outdated image of dinner parties only being held around a large table, piled with the family silver, a bowl of roses and snaking candelabra. Anything is possible and there is no written rule saying we must all eat at one table. Think out of the box in the literal sense. Small folding tables seat four and can be put up in different places, one in a corridor with others in the kitchen and/or living room. Splitting people into small groups actually creates an interesting social dynamic. Folding chairs are a help, too, and cheap to buy.

Obviously the size of a room or lack of outside space will restrict numbers, so give smaller parties more often. Stand-up parties in small spaces need one table for drinks and another for the kind of food people will gravitate towards to serve themselves, like the indoor picnic (here). It is stressful serving food in a cramped area, so avoid fork and plate food, and choose things that can be held in the hand with a napkin. Pans of soup or braises can be served straight from the hob, where they will anyway hold their heat. Tea trays (or laptop tables) with folding legs are useful for adding extra surface space on tables. I have seen the stairs in a small house used for drinks and glasses, and a tiny table set up inside a hallway coat cupboard as a makeshift bar. I was inspired by a friend who uses her ironing board, laid with a tablecloth, as a side table for serving food. In the garden, a wheelbarrow is a roomy ice bucket and mobile canteen. Outdoors you also need less furniture. Always have a few chairs for those who really need them, but cushions and rugs are fine for most – this feels very ‘festival,’ very laid-back.

Where a party happens often becomes the decision of the guests. We used to get two rooms ready for our winter party each year, hoping guests would disperse themselves tidily in both, but it never happened. Most wanted to be part of the crush in one room. Nor did our dinners ever mimic the seventies sophistication of my parents. My grown-up wish to have drinks in the living room, move to the kitchen table for dinner then out again to drink coffee, never happened. Guests would come straight into the kitchen and stay there, refusing to move.


I think everyone now sees the kitchen as a natural place to eat, precipitating a national movement to knock down walls between living and cooking areas. I hate the term ‘kitchen supper’, however. It is ridiculously snobbish. ‘Dinner’ says it all. When after twenty years we moved out of the city to a house with a dining room, I ditched it and made it into an office-sitting room. All our dinners are now in the kitchen, in among the mess and steam – I love it that way. Dining rooms are not redundant, though. One of my friends gives wonderful Saturday night dinners in hers then shuts the door on it, happily announcing that she never clears it up until Monday.

TIMING

Every person goes at their own pace so I have not given preparation times for individual recipes. Recipe books written by professionals tend to underestimate real time for everyone. Some people are a whizz at chopping and peeling, others slow and methodical. Some are very organised and get everything in a row swiftly, while others need more time to dig out that jar of spice or find the can opener.

Making a recipe for the first time always takes longer. Most of the recipes in this book are easy and very practical but some techniques need practice before they become second nature. Rolling pastry and lining tart tins, layering a terrine, kneading dough, making mayonnaise or hollandaise – such recipes can be daunting at first, but I want you to give them a go because you will get better, and faster, every time.

If at all nervous of getting things wrong in front of guests, have a practice run when cooking for yourself, or a housemate. Before you begin a recipe, scan the text for the techniques involved and have a guess at how long each will take you, then tot up the time and add a bit for contingency. When cooking, keep an eye on the time it takes to make something then build it into your planning.

Making part of or whole dishes in advance is recommended and useful for busy people who are out all day or only have limited time before a meal to cook and dress. There are many prepare-ahead recipes in this book, but also ones that are very quick to make. In the case of larger parties, I suggest doing as much cooking and setting-up as you can the day – or even days – before.

THE TABLE

They can be enviably lovely if you do have them, but matching sets of crockery, cutlery, glassware and linen impress people less than you think – or the wrong people. If you only have a few things, it does not take long to build up your arsenal.

I have amassed a collection of ‘things’ over time. For china, I stuck to a colour range of white and cream, because food always looks great on it – something learned through experience with food photography in the media. My shelves sag with a quirky hoard of plates, bowls and serving dishes, mainly from charity or junk shops, antiques markets and auctions (best for bargains). The joy of coming across a good find is addictive and few weeks pass without a forage.

Looking out for old linen runners and cloths is also advisable and, yes, they still look good even if they don’t fit the table. Tablecloths are dispensable, but cloth napkins are something of a rule in my house. A niggle, but I strongly suggest avoiding any in a strong shade, because they can be hard to clean. My white and pale ones go in a boil wash with the bed sheets. Incidentally, you can get a sumptuous table covering effect with a white cotton flat sheet over a blanket. For glasses, my clumsiness and our stone floor dictates we only buy cheap wine glasses, though I am amazed at the quality available at little cost.

Wooden boards have also entered the vernacular of modern tableware. I like to use them often, however trendy. Large boards are expensive but pieces of kitchen worktop, cut, sanded and oiled, can look beautiful, as can more random cuts of wood. Food that can look okay in a bowl changes personality when heaped onto a board with its companion ingredients scattered around.

When it comes to table decoration, much depends on individual taste. It is your evening so use the colours and style that appeal to you. Can I suggest that, if tempted by the outlandish, you keep in mind that good food decorates itself, as I hope the images in this book will show. I like brightly candlelit tables but nothing getting in the way of other people’s faces, so keep the height low. The same goes for flowers and greenery – you need to leave room for the food, so perhaps keep ornaments on the small side. At Christmas and Easter, clementines with their leaves, plump Medjool dates plus little coconut bowls (here) filled with shiny confectionery can stay in the centre of the table throughout the season. Choose a few of the following: gilded, sugar-coated almonds (dragees); chocolate-coated coffee beans, cubes of nougat, chocolate truffles, fruit jellies, foil-wrapped Bendick’s Bittermints or gianduja (Italian hazelnut chocolates). These not only look pretty, they add a last course that you can sit nibbling, along with sips of sticky drinks, way into the small hours.

KITCHEN

The oven, surface space, fridge size, kitchen tools and gadgets will dictate what you can and cannot choose to cook. Worktop or table surface space must fit in with the planned menu. Large flat tarts will take up space, for example, while a tall casserole which can stay on the hob will not. In a small kitchen, you are more limited and

need to pick space-saving recipes. I once put a pan of gravy on a chair to get it out of the way while cooking in a galley kitchen, and then heard with horror the sound of a guest’s dog, slurping happily.

Consider the space inside your oven. A single oven with two shelves will be down to one when there is a large roast to cook. There will be no room for anything else. Either use the roasting joint resting time to quickly grill-roast some smaller potatoes or other vegetables, or sauté them on the hob. This becomes common sense but it is always a good idea to think about the schedule beforehand so the cooking period is not stressful and the food is ready more or less when you want it to be. If the oven space is limited, make cold appetisers and serve cheese or a cake made the day before for dessert. There are many puddings which can be made in advance – for example, crème caramel (here) is convenient because it can be made at least a day before.

There is purity to a handmade dinner constructed with basic tools, but regular host-cooks will long to save time when they can. My kitchen has its ‘investment gadgets’. A powerful food processor is a kitchen’s battle tank, not only making cutting and blending light work, but also the difference between choosing a recipe and not. Smooth and velvety soups, sauces and purées would be impossible without this machine, which has earned its keep many times over in the time it has given back.

I still have my hand-held electric whisk from 20 years ago but have since bought a KitchenAid, a mighty stand mixer, which sturdily beats, kneads and whisks. It is an impressive piece of equipment and an investment. It is possible to make meringue or buttercream with a cheap hand whisk but you will have to knead your own yeast dough, which for some is a sensual and rewarding exercise.

Indispensable hand tools include a good-quality cook’s knife with a 20cm blade for chopping; a serrated knife; one for paring and another for filleting. Please buy a good carving knife, with fork and steel to sharpen it with. You cannot underestimate the satisfaction taken from the ability to slice good meat finely. Sawing away at food when in the throes of trying to get it onto the table is harrowing. You bought a beautiful piece of meat, cooked it perfectly and now it looks as if it has been attacked… Bad knives waste food. Add to your batterie de cuisine a sharp U-shaped peeler, a mandolin for cutting wafer-thin slices, a julienne cutter and a pair of durable kitchen scissors. For suppliers, see the directory here.

For large numbers I have a ‘party pan’, a large-capacity saucepan with a lid in which I can make enough food for forty. These are available from catering suppliers and also from Asian markets, where they are very good value for money. If you love to throw parties, a big pan takes a lot of hassle out of the cooking. I store mine in the understairs cupboard. For storing bigger quantities of food for parties, I buy inexpensive plastic bedding containers with lids from hardware shops. These are shallow and make mixing salads or other cold food an easy task.
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DISPOSABLES

The new generation of ‘eco’ disposable plates, bowls and serving dishes, made from biodegradable materials such as compressed palm leaves or coconut shell, have transformed my larger dinners and parties. At our children’s summer party (see Summertime feast, here) we used them for all courses instead of hiring crockery. It was simpler and cheaper, and fitted in well with the style of this event, a sit-down dinner in a tent. Being able to dispose of everything at the end of the evening was a boon. They are a far cry from the bendy paper plates or gaudy plastic picnic-ware of the past and now come in every conceivable size and shape. Suppliers also stock bamboo skewers, cornstarch cutlery and other biodegradables, and will deliver (see here).

HIRE

Hiring crockery, plates and glassware for large numbers is something I always feel nervous about. Although an online search will turn up a fresh number of hire firms who specialise in vintage tableware and linen, the catalogue of most others is basic. If the party is as important as a wedding or other major event, it is worth taking the trouble to visit the hire firm – or firms – and look at samples, to be sure that you are happy with what they have available. If you are drinking special wine, for example, you might want glasses with fine rims, not ones with edges like pie dishes.

Hired tableware has not moved on much from ‘station hotel’ style. Crockery tends to be clunky, usually white or white with a gilt rim; cutlery is dark grey stainless steel and the tablecloths grey-white and synthetic, the whole lot making tables look impersonal. Some larger hire firms have ranges for different budgets, but prices for the best quality are considerably more. It is the same with furniture. If you want traditional-style wooden chairs, instead of plastic folding types, costs will be higher.

Check all the details and terms. Be aware of hidden charges, usually for delivery, cleaning fees and also breakages. Most of this will be on a pro forma invoice. You will have to return or sign an agreement, which will allow the hire firm to deduct losses or breakages.

Kitchenware is also available to rent, from large containers to induction hobs and trolleys. You can also hire catering-size charcoal barbecues, giant ice bins for drinks, fish kettles and coffee-making equipment.

For music, simple speaker systems – if you don’t have one already – can be hired that work with smartphones and tablets. They are easy – even for technophobes like me – to set up.


WEATHER

If giving a party in a home with not enough shelter for the number invited, plan on the assumption that it will rain. For smaller parties buy a cheap gazebo. For larger, tent and marquee hire companies, who also supply gazebos and ‘kitchen tents’, will quote in advance when you supply details of the space and number of guests – expect to pay quite a bit to rent a marquee. If you have a specific image of what you want, make sure to ask for details such as the tent material. For example, if you want an old-fashioned canvas with wooden poles and guy ropes, be exact about this.

You will be asked to measure the space to see what will fit. Thanks to a blossoming of festivals over the last decade, it is now possible to hire a much greater variety of tents. Gorgeous embroidered tents from India with batik linings; teepees, old khaki military tents and ‘stretch’ tents – which are excellent for any surface or strange-shaped gardens – are hirable more or less nationwide. The same companies will also be able to supply accessories like rugs, ottomans and cushions.

HELP

There are no medals for doing everything. If offered help, always accept; I cannot bear to see a host doing it all unless they have everything under control and make it look genuinely effortless. A sweating cook, dashing about with drinks when the toast is burning yet refusing help, sets everyone on edge. Let someone make toast and another refill glasses – they love it. Early guests are good at the last-minute things we think will be done before everyone gets there: washing salad leaves, hulling strawberries, or washing up pans.

There is often someone who is better at carving roasts than anyone else and loves to show it – let them. Help with serving and clearing is welcome, but I don’t necessarily like to enslave people to wash up straight after dinner because it can break up an evening. There is that happy point in an evening when people just want to sit, chat and drink – and I want to be there, too.

Enlisting a more formal kind of paid help can be as simple as offering cash to someone’s teenager, rather than using an agency. They will likely leap at it and are usually very good at recruiting others, too. Always make sure that you have enough people to clear up.
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HOW TO FOLLOW THE RECIPES

Before using this book, please be familiar with the following:

SALT

‘Sea Salt’ – soft crystal salt that can be crumbled between forefinger and thumb.

‘Salt’ – fine table salt, ideally sea salt, or fine ground rock salt.

OILS

Olive Oil – use extra virgin, cold pressed oil unless specified.

Vegetable Oil – preferably groundnut or grapeseed oil for dressings or mayonnaise. Alternatively use rapeseed oil or sunflower oil. In cooking you can substitute vegetable oil for duck fat or pork fat.

SMALL, MEDIUM OR LARGE

A medium onion or potato is the size of a snooker ball. Small is the size of a ping pong ball or smaller and large like an average orange.

Tablespoons, Dessertspoons & Teaspoons – level unless specified ‘heaped.’

TEMPERATURE & TIMING

All oven temperatures vary. The given temperatures and timings are for my own fan oven. For roasting I use a setting that combines fan oven with grill. You will need to adapt to using your own electric oven, gas oven or Aga. If you feel uncertain, buy a good quality oven thermometer.


WEIGHTS & MEASURES

Tablespoon and teaspoon measures are level unless specified.

Note that in some recipes, liquids are weighed not measured in a jug.

A ‘pinch’ is as much as you can pick up with forefinger and thumb.

A handful - all you can grab. With herbs it is leaves only, not stalks.

CONVERSIONS

Weights: Metric – Imperial





	5g

	1/8 oz




	10g

	¼oz




	15g

	½oz




	25–30g

	1oz




	55g

	2oz




	85g

	3oz




	115

	4oz




	140g

	5oz




	175g

	6oz




	200g

	7oz




	225g

	8oz




	250g

	9oz




	280g

	10oz




	350g

	12oz




	375g

	13oz




	400g

	14oz




	425g

	15oz




	450g

	1lb




	1kg

	2lb 4oz




	2kg

	4lb 8oz





Volume: Metric – Imperial





	1.25 ml

	¼ tsp.




	2.5 ml

	½ tsp.




	5 ml

	1 tsp.




	10 ml

	2 tsp.




	15 ml

	1 tbsp.




	30ml

	2 tbsp/1 fluid oz




	50ml

	2 fl oz




	60 ml

	4 tbsp.




	100ml

	3.5 fluid oz




	125ml

	4 fluid oz




	200ml

	7 fluid oz/⅓ pint




	300ml

	10 fluid oz/½ pint




	500ml

	18 fluid oz




	568ml

	20 fluid oz/1 pint




	1 litre

	1.75 pints





US Cups – Metric – Imperial






	1 cup flour

	150g

	5oz




	1 cup white sugar

	225g

	8oz




	1 cup butter/lard

	225g

	8oz




	1 cup ground almonds

	110g

	4oz




	1 cup rice

	200g

	7oz




	1 stick butter

	110g

	4oz
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