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Introduction

			Enjoying a meal on a board starts off with appreciation for the food’s beauty: ripe fruit cut into bite-size pieces begging to be picked up, crunchy seeded crackers peeking out from behind paper-thin slices of prosciutto folded like billowy linens, creamy dips with warm breads to drag through them. The presentation of the board gives you flexibility in how you go about enjoying it. You can jump around from component to component, a bite of this followed by a bite of that, or home in on one element at a time. There are no rules to creating a board—you can have dips and spreads, sandwiches and sliders, vegetables or fruits—but in a well-crafted board, everything goes together. And boards are fun; you eat with your hands, not a fork and knife.

			Putting together a board is cooking, for sure, but it often feels more like a combination of foraging, matchmaking, and composing. The hardest part is usually gathering all the delicious ingredients. Here are some guidelines to keep in mind:

			
					
Looks matter. We eat with our eyes first, so make sure to consider a board’s appearance. Arrange the multiple components in a natural way (i.e., composed but not painstakingly tweezered into place). Keep it real and let the food fall where it falls, especially if that happens to be a little off the edge. Whenever possible, choose a medley of colorful ingredients.

					
Stay flexible. Part of the beauty of a good board is that it can sit out on your table for a couple of hours without wilting or getting cold. Most board foods aren’t too temperature sensitive, and if they are, you can always keep them well chilled by serving them on a bed of crushed ice, like oysters on the half shell.

					
Make it fun to eat. Boards are interactive and shouldn’t require plates or utensils. All you need are your hands or maybe a toothpick. And go for dips galore, because who doesn’t love dipping?

					
Embrace store-bought components. A board should have a variety of components—ideally three or more—but nobody has all day to cook everything from scratch. Assembling a board ought to be less time-consuming than cooking a multicourse meal. That’s where store-bought ingredients come in. Most avid cooks will tell you that homemade foods are superior to their supermarket counterparts. But there are countless exceptions to this rule: crunchy candied walnuts, spicy harissa, specialty crackers of all types (seeded, flatbread-style, whole-wheat), jarred roasted peppers, and berry jam, just to name a few. Many of these store-bought foods are right at home on a board. They might not be the centerpiece component, but they do help make a board more bountiful, without asking for hardly any of your time.

			

			On the topic of store-bought ingredients, whether you’re buying fruits and vegetables or a bag of tortilla chips, always choose the highest-quality ingredients you can afford. Buy fresh breads, cookies, and pastries (like baklava for the Honey and Halva board) from local bakeries whenever possible. Read the labels on packaged items carefully. Avoid stabilizers, artificial colors, and chemicals with unpronounceable names. For tinned fish like anchovies and tuna, opt for sustainably caught fish packed in 100 percent extra-virgin olive oil. Buy cheeses and smoked fish from local shops, if you can, or consider ordering online. Check Sources for some favorite store-bought brands to try, and embrace the search for producers that you admire and trust.

			Determining a board’s precise yield is tricky. Much depends on the eater(s) and the occasion. Sometimes, you might want to make a board as a complete meal. Other times, you might assemble two or three boards and serve them together to friends. Most of the recipes in this book serve two hungry people. All the recipes scale easily; you can double or triple the quantities for a single component, or you can fill out a board by including additional components such as a sliced avocado or a few bunches of grapes. If you're gathering with a group, check out the party-size boards for feasts to feed eight to ten people.

			Please don’t be afraid to substitute ingredients. Make the most of gorgeous seasonal produce. If sweet peppers look especially perky at the market, go ahead and use them in place of the radishes in the Mostly-Vegetables Chicken Salad Crostini. During winter, try swapping sliced fennel for the sugar snap peas in Summertime Bagna Cauda. And always follow your taste buds. If you love spicy foods, add a pinch (or three!) of cayenne to the batter for Chicken Dinner.

			On the following pages, you’ll discover recipes for all kinds of boards, from snacky options like Aperitivo to savory spreads that are perfect for a cocktail party like The 007 and Spicy Herby Kofta. There’s even a whole chapter dedicated to dessert boards filled with sweets. There are also make-ahead and storage tips, plus suggestions for how to repurpose any leftovers. Let these recipes serve as jumping-off points, inspiring you to make delicious, beautiful, bountiful boards from your favorite ingredients.
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