





[image: Cover: Big Night, Dinners, Parties & Dinner Parties by Katherine Lewin]














[image: ]









For Alex, my favorite cohost











[image: ]


UNION SQUARE & CO. and the distinctive Union Square & Co. logo are trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Union Square & Co., LLC, is a subsidiary of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Text © 2024 Katherine Lewin Photographs © 2024 Emma Fishman Photographs on pages 8 and 10 © 2024 Julie Goldstone


Sabzi Polo, page 46, excerpted from Maman and Me, by Roya Shariat and Gita Sadeh, PA Press, 2023


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-5213-8 (hardcover)


ISBN 978-1-4549-5214-5 (e-book)


For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium purchases, please contact specialsales@unionsquareandco.com.


unionsquareandco.com


Editor: Amanda Englander


Designer and Illustrator: Mia Johnson


Photographer: Emma Fishman


Food Stylist: Monica Pierini


Prop Stylist: Stephanie de Luca


Art Director: Renée Bollier


Project Editor: Ivy McFadden


Production Manager: Kevin Iwano


Copy Editor: Terry Deal







[image: ]














[image: ]








I’M SO GLAD YOU’RE HERE






Hi, hello, nice to meet you! Thank you so much for coming over and opening this book. My name is Katherine, and I own Big Night—a dinner, party, and dinner party essentials shop in New York City.


The idea for Big Night came to me over the holidays in 2020, during the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown. I had spent the prior five years leading a team of restaurant writers and editors—a wildly amazing job that required nonstop thinking about (and eating) some of the best food in the country. Then 2020 happened, and my job went from experiencing restaurants in their dining rooms to experiencing them via takeout, primarily eaten in the front seat of my car.


When I wasn’t writing about the way restaurants were innovating, pivoting, and surviving in that impossible year, I was cooking. More than I had ever cooked. And I was watching my friends and family from afar, doing the same—The sourdough! The windowsill scallions! The banana bread! The 100-step culinary journeys!—some of them spending real time in their kitchens for the first time ever. And yet, we were all mostly cooking for just ourselves and a roommate, a partner, or a small pandemic pod.


I started thinking about how much I missed dinner parties. Just like I missed sitting down at a restaurant bar and enjoying a solo martini. Or boarding a plane to Rome. Or walking around the Met, totally unconcerned with how many feet were between me and strangers.


I missed cooking for people. Gathering my friends in my home. The long, winding nights spent together, eating, drinking, laughing, and inevitably dancing on the couch to the Chicks and/or Shania Twain. Did I even remember how to host? The idea of cooking for a group of people already seemed foreign at that time. What do I put on the table? How many dishes is the right number of dishes? Do I own any serving plates?


After so many months spent on our screens, I knew I couldn’t be the only one who was craving community, fantasizing about the dinner parties we’d have and the togetherness we’d feel once it was safe enough to gather. What if there was a place, I thought, that helped remind us all how to do exactly that? A place that made hosting easy and fun, where you could get everything you might need to make a night at home feel more special: A couple of great cheeses—and cheese knives while you were at it. A new-to-you ingredient for a project recipe—plus a beautiful platter deserving of your masterpiece. Colorful wine glasses to dress up delivery pizza.


I dreamed about that kind of place. And when I stumbled upon a tiny-but-mighty 240-square-foot jewel box with floor-to-ceiling windows in Greenpoint, Brooklyn (my own neighborhood!), I knew I needed to create that place: a one-stop shop for making any night—whether you’re hosting a dinner party for eight or hosting yourself for a solo night in front of your TV—a Big Night.
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In early June 2021, about six months after that first inkling of an idea, I signed the lease. The next day, I gave my notice at work, leaving one dream job for another. I opened Big Night just over two months later, in August 2021, and quickly learned that I wasn’t the only one who had missed dinner parties. A year and a half later, I opened our second location, in the West Village of Manhattan. Today, I am so lucky to meet new friends in our shops every day, who love to eat, cook, and host—people who have visited us from all around the country, and the world. They (and now you!) are my kind of people.


This book bottles everything I know about hosting at home, around food. I’ve learned so much from our incredible vendors (who make the very best ingredients in the world), from our customers (who constantly inspire me in their own kitchens and dining rooms), and from my own hosting experiences—both wonderful and successful, and less successful (but still wonderful). And now, I’m so excited to share all of it with you.








anyone can be a host—and any night can be a big night



Before we go any further, I need to tell you something. I may own a dinner party shop, and I might have written a book about dinner parties, but here is my not-so-secret secret: I’m an introvert.


As much as I love being with friends, having them in my home, cooking for them, catching up with them, I am the first to admit that hosting can be draining (to say the least). My solution: the Social Nap—the inevitable moment of any dinner party, during which, at some point in the evening, I escape to my bedroom, lie down in the dark, and take a few minutes to recharge by myself. I have zero shame about my Social Naps. If I disappear, my friends all know where I’ve gone. I come back about 10 minutes later, refreshed and ready for the rest of the night.


I don’t tell you this just to officially endorse the Social Nap. I tell you this to say, confidently, that anyone can be a host. You don’t need to be an extrovert. You don’t need to be a great cook. You don’t even need to have a dining room table.


The first and most important step of hosting is simply making the decision to gather at home. Feeding people in your own space creates a special feeling that’s hard to replicate. Whether you’re serving a meal you spent all day making, or takeout you picked up and put in your prettiest bowls—that’s a Big Night. Which brings me to my next point: Any night can be a Big Night.


A Big Night is any night you choose to make a little more special. It’s any night you find something to celebrate. It’s any night you bring joy, in the form of food, drinks, and/or gathering, to your favorite people. Or even just yourself.


The idea of the “dinner party” often conjures images of perfectly set tables, coursed meals, and stress and anxiety (for the host, and maybe for the guests, too). That is exactly what I don’t want for my own Big Nights, or for yours. I can never figure out how to orchestrate a meal so that every dish is exactly the right temperature served at exactly the right time. I don’t own a single matching set of plates or glasses. I don’t know how to “entertain,” and I don’t expect you to know how either. In fact, the moment I became a better host is the moment I realized entertaining is something you do for people. Experiencing is something you do with them. A Big Night is about experiencing something together.
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this book = your back-pocket big night guide



Having people over gives you the chance to offer your friends and family something that reflects you—your favorite dish, a playlist you created for the evening, the bottle of wine you can’t wait to share, not to mention your very own home, filled with all the little quirks that make your space your space. Hosting is inherently personal, and no one will do it exactly like you do it. That’s exactly why this book is meant to be a guide—not an instruction manual. I want to give you tools and inspiration and ideas and my own go-to moves for hosting success, and then I want you to make them yours.


I’ve always wished I had a trusty companion for hosting. Not a cohost, but rather, a resource I could turn to for menu inspiration that wasn’t just going to point me in the direction of yet another soup or stew. I mean, soups and stews are great, but why is it so hard to find more recipes specifically for bigger groups? I’ve written this book to be that kind of companion: a treasure map full of tips for how to turn any night into a Big Night, and to remember why you’d want to do that in the first place.


This book is mapped out like a calendar year—it’s split into four chapters, one for each season. There are eighty-five recipes, all of which feed six or more people (with the exception of one date night menu, which is for just two). I created every recipe included here with the hope that it will lead you to your next Big Night—whether it’s a Party Chicken kind of night, or a Big Chopped Salad (to Go with Takeout Pizza) kind of night.


In every season, you’ll find three Bigger Nights—all inspired by my own experiences in hosting—where I’ve compiled recipes into menus intentionally designed to balance your time and energy, and offer a variety of flavors and textures. By no means should you ever feel like you have to make all of the items suggested in a Bigger Night—these are options, not assignments! I would love nothing more than for you to combine the recipes across Bigger Nights, and across this book (as well as other cookbooks), to make your own perfect menus. To help with that, you’ll also find dish pairing suggestions alongside many of the recipes.


The least stressful, most successful hosting nights are the ones in which at least a good chunk of the actual cooking work is done in advance. To that end, I’ve included Make-Ahead indicators wherever you can get away with prepping these recipes, either in part or in full, long before anyone walks through your door. You’ll find a shorthand summary of which elements can be made in advance, along with more detailed notes in italic throughout. Please feel entirely free to skip over all of that if it’s not relevant to you in that moment. What I would implore you to not skip is reading the entire recipe before you start to cook. The last thing I want is for you to run into a step that you didn’t account for when you decided to make the recipe. I love surprises, but not that kind.


[image: ]


Keep in mind: Serving sizes are estimates. Every body is different, and every meal is different. Something that took me a long time to fully wrap my ahead around: When a recipe says it “Serves 6,” that does not necessarily mean 8 or 10 or 12 people wouldn’t be perfectly fine to share it—it just depends on what else you’re serving. The best way to get better at making these calculations for yourself is simply to keep hosting and learning how much food people really need. (I personally live in fear that people will leave my house hungry, and always cook too much, but I’m working on it. Plus, leftovers are the best.)


Lastly, I’m excited to introduce you to some special guests. I’ve invited potluck-style contributions from five people I really admire, each of whom has made me a better home cook and host in some way. Besides, this book didn’t feel quite like a party without a few friends.


If this book makes you want to make dinner tonight, I’ll be thrilled. If it makes you want to host a dinner party tonight, I’ll be even happier. But most important: I hope this book reminds you that you deserve more Big Nights, any and every night of the week.
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DINNER & PARTY ESSENTIALS








the big night pantry


One of the reasons why my job is the absolute greatest is that I have the privilege of tasting, and then sharing, the most delicious ingredients and pantry staples from all over the world. Even better: I get to know the people who make them. I am reminded each day, thanks to these makers, that the best ingredients not only make for the best meals, but they also transform a dish in a matter of seconds.


Rather than telling you about the lemons and garlic and cream you’ll find listed in similar sections in a lot of cookbooks (these lists are important—you just don’t need yet another one from me!), I want to tell you about the highly specific brands and goods I personally use most often. These are the jars, bottles, and boxes I turn to again and again—whether I’m looking for the perfect salad-finisher or a way to zhuzh my takeout leftovers—and how in particular I use them:


EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL


Fat Gold, Graza “Sizzle”




	For cooking over any kind of heat; using in sauces and dips





Wonder Valley, EXAU, Oracle




	For a finishing drizzle on salads, pastas, and proteins of all kinds





SALTS & SPICES


Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt




	For seasoning every single dish I cook, including every recipe in this book, unless otherwise noted. (If you cook with a different type of salt, these dishes will come out very differently!)





Maldon Salt




	For a final flaky sprinkle on anything that could use a salty crunch (which is most things)





Diaspora Co.




	For black pepper, turmeric, and cinnamon so fresh and fragrant, you’ll wonder where they’ve been all your life





Daphnis and Chloe




	For the best dried thyme and oregano





DRIED BEANS & PASTA


Beans: Rancho Gordo, Primary Beans


Pasta: Benedetto Cavalieri, Monograno Felicetti, and Martelli are worth the price for a special meal; De Cecco is forever my everyday pasta


SAUCES & SUCH


Hot Sauce: Zab’s


Soy Sauce: Cabi


Wine Vinegar: Brightland, Camino


Balsamic Vinegar: Sardel


Tahini: Seed & Mill


Gochujang: Queens SF


Miso: Moromi


Canned Tomatoes: Bianco DiNapoli


FINISHING TOUCHES


Onino, KariKari, Boon




	For that hit of spicy, salty, sweet, crunchy flavor only chili crisps can provide





Woon Sea Moss Seasoning




	For a sprinkle of umami on eggs, avocado, rice, and salads that tastes like the ocean





Daphnis and Chloe Smoked Chili Flakes




	For a smoky, spicy finishing note for pastas





Bungkus Bagus Sambal Goreng




	For a fried garlic & chili crunch for scattering over roasted veg or fish







snack spread essentials


I’M NOT THE MOST Always-Prepared person—but with these snacky, appy items handy, I feel fully equipped to have people over on a whim, always ready for a Big Night:




	Great Olive Oil: For crusty bread, for drizzling on dinner, or for zhuzhing up store-bought dips


	Tinned Fish: Fishwife, Güeyu Mar, and Minnow are just a few of my favorites


	Chips: Ruffles for everyday, Bonilla a la Vista for special-occasion snacking


	Crackers: I love Unbothered Sourdough Crackers and Mitica Toketti


	Cheese: A firm cheese (aged cheddar, Gouda) and a soft cheese (anything Brie-style, chèvre)


	Charcuterie: A salami or prosciutto or both


	Olives: Castelvetrano, Gordal, or a mixed bunch


	Nostagic Faves: Oreos for sundaes, Ritz for dips, Swedish Fish for anytime (trust me)
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the big night kitchen



I learned how to cook—and then, how to host—within the very small bounds of my New York City apartment. I do not have a Nancy Meyers movie–size space to store all of my cookware and tableware in organized bliss. Nor am I, by any stretch of the word, a minimalist. The cabinets I do have are stuffed to the brim (sometimes beyond the point of complete closure) with kitchen and dining items that fall into three categories:




PURELY PREP


A chef’s knife, whisk, and Microplane are the cookware equivalents of pantry staples like lemons, garlic, and cream: We already know they’re essential. So rather than waxing poetic about how a high-quality, sharp chef’s knife will change your life, let me share this checklist of the items I reach for most in my own kitchen:


A 7- to 9-inch chef’s knife and a paring knife


Large pasta pot


Rimmed baking sheets


Silicone spatula


Wooden spoons


Tongs


Whisk


Microplane


Cheese grater


Oven thermometer and instant-read thermometer


Large fine-mesh sieve and colander


Measuring cups and spoons


Hand mixer (while I love my stand mixer, it takes up an unfair amount of space—currently on top of my refrigerator)







DOUBLE-DUTY: COOK & SERVE


When I’m buying a new piece of cookware, I invest in the kinds of pots and pans that bring as much joy to my kitchen as they do to my dining table. If I have the opportunity to choose between a colorful cutting board and a neutral one, I’ll always pick the former. Life is too short, and my kitchen is too small, to deny myself the pleasure of a rainbow cutting board—plus, it’s a rainbow cutting board that can also be used as a rainbow serving board. Here are my MVPs for both making and sharing dinner:


Large cutting board: That can also be a cheese board, a snack board, or a serving plate for main dishes


Medium cutting board: For serious chopping that won’t take up too much counter space, or a smaller snack plate


Small cutting board: You’ll want more than one of these—for bartending, quick garlic mincing, or serving a handful of nuts


12-inch cast-iron skillet: For any searing moments and sometimes even baking, then bringing straight to the table


Medium saucepan: I don’t own a small saucepan, and I don’t feel like I need one, but I love my medium-size Dansk Købenstyle for all manner of saucy situations


6- to 8-quart Dutch oven: My red Le Creuset is the most-used item in my kitchen. I use it for pasta sauce, soups, and braises, cooked on the stovetop or in the oven and often served straight from the pot.


Mixing bowls: Small, medium, large, and all the way up to XXXL (the secret to great salads is the biggest bowl you can find)


2- to 3-quart baking dish: For roasted fish, baked dips, and desserts


Lots of little bowls: For mise en place, for olive pits, for condiment serving stations, for when you forget to take your jewelry off before you start cooking and you want to put it somewhere safe.







TABLE ONLY


A platter really is so much more than a platter. At least, that’s how I feel. It’s not just a vehicle for “plating.” It’s the final, crowning step of any dish that you put your time, energy, and care into. A platter is a thing that says to your guests, “See, this is how much I love you.” It’s a thing that you bring to your table over and over again. And it’s a thing that then shows up in your photos and memories. It’s a thing that, hopefully, brings happiness every time you use it.


Which is exactly why I would advise: Don’t just buy a platter because you think you “need” a platter. Not all your platters have to look the same or like everyone else’s. Wait until you find the platter that speaks to you. Yes, I do believe that objects speak to us; you just have to listen! And that goes for every other piece for your dining table.


The more serving-vessel options you have, the better (as I said, I am not a minimalist). Anything—and I mean anything—can look more delicious in the right platter or bowl. These are the serving pieces I own in multiples:


Snack dishes: For olives, dips, nuts


Blates: Bowl-plates, the most useful dinnerware that can double as serving vessels


Medium serving platters: For vegetable sides; I like an oval shape


Large serving platters: Ideally with a lip for catching sauces and juices


XL serving bowls: For salads or piles of chips


XL serving platter: Like, big enough for a turkey or a truly grand snack spread


Dessert dishes: Ideally clear, so you can see your ice cream through them
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the big night bar



It’s one thing to make a perfect Negroni or spritz or martini for yourself; it’s quite another to be your dinner party’s bartender, hurriedly making different drinks for different people, not actually getting to talk to anyone, and stressing out that you’re leaving dinner in the oven for too long because you’re in the middle of making, shaking, stirring, and/or pouring.


Personally, I don’t believe anyone should be bartending all night—not even the host(s). I pick one or two house cocktails for the night, plus a nonalcoholic option: drinks that are either simple to make, possible to batch, or, even better, beverages guests can put together themselves. In the same way I think about the flow of food throughout the evening, I like to have a plan in mind for drinks, too. For the purposes of menu planning, I divide cocktails into four main categories:




	
Best Before Dinner (BBD): You can pretty much get away with serving any cocktail before dinner. I typically go for drinks on the lighter side of things (a Big Night is a marathon, not a sprint): spritzes and other cocktails with soda water or sparkling wine as a main component, which helps keep the ABV a little lower.



	Any-Amaro Spritz


	Negroni Sbagliatos


	Improved Mezcal Palomas






	
Best After Dinner (BAD): Anything amaro-based is fantastic after dinner, as is a boozier drink like a Manhattan or an old-fashioned. Oh, and espresso martinis are, unequivocally, a Best After Dinner drink. I will not be accepting any other opinions on that matter at this time.



	Batched Hanky-Pankys






	
Best with Dinner (BWD): Ah, the elusive BWD. I usually prefer to serve wine at dinner—in large part because everyone can pour themselves. It can also be tricky to find a cocktail that pairs nicely with food, but I tend to find that simpler, spirit-forward drinks can do the trick.


	Classic Negroni


	White Mezcal Negroni


	Ideal Whiskey Highball


	Wine






	
Zero-Proof (NA): So many wonderful nonalcoholic beverages have sprung up in the last few years. Here are just a few of my favorites:


	Ghia and Figlia (over ice, with club soda and a twist of lemon or wedge of an orange)


	St. Agrestis Phony Negroni


	For Bitter For Worse


	Unified Ferments (technically a kombucha, this reads like a natural wine, and deserves a wine glass accordingly)









With crowd control and menu planning out of the way, let’s talk about the cocktails themselves. Great cocktails are made with great ingredients—and I’m not just talking about the booze. Ice matters. The type of club soda you top off the drink with matters. Glassware matters. That last one just might be my favorite cocktail topic. Here are the types of cocktail glasses I use most often in my own home, and throughout this book:




	
coupe glass: for anything served up (without ice), and for sparkling wine



	
rocks glass: for Negronis of all kinds



	
lots-of-ice glass: (wine, tumbler, and/or Collins) for spritzes and highballs








three bartending tips




	Make or buy extra ice. More than you think you need.


	Prep your garnishes in advance: Zest long strips of lemon or orange for Negronis or spritzes; cut wedges of grapefruit for Palomas. (My bartender friends like to go an extra step here and cut off the edges of the citrus wedges in straight lines, which I have to admit, really does make them look so much nicer.) While you’re at it, feel free to have fun and combine garnishes: I love an olive and a lemon peel in my spritzes.


	
If you have space in your freezer, freeze the first round of cocktail glasses. It’s a simple step that will make everyone feel like royalty.
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hosting rules I live by


1. You don’t have to serve dinner to have a dinner party. Snacks can be dinner. And if those snacks run out, pizza is always a phone call away.


2. Rather than a hard start time, give people an arrival window: “Come over any time after six thirty—we’ll eat around eight.” This framing accomplishes a lot: it tells people they can expect drinks and snacks before dinner, it gives them flexibility if they need a little more time, and it conveys an actual deadline for them to show up by. All in one clearly communicated sentence!


3. Anything—even a store-bought thing—looks good in the right bowl. Do not underestimate the power of a great (or unexpected) serving vessel. Whip out a gravy boat filled with hot fudge for pouring over ice cream, and watch the people freak out.


4. Right bowl, right size. If you’ve ever wondered why your dip, or salad, or cheese plate looks a little sad, consider: Does it fill out the vessel you put it in? Fit is important; don’t go too big. Your food should be wearing its outfit, not the other way around.


5. Anything can be zhuzhed. Good olive oil, flaky salt, freshly cracked black pepper, a sprinkling of chile flakes, a fistful of fresh chopped herbs, or a scoop of chili crisp can turn a meh dish into a much better one—or even breathe new life into leftovers.


6. Sometimes—most times—the best appetizers are the simplest ones: A hunk of great cheese, a bowl of olives, and a little pile of salted nuts make for a perfect starting spread.


7. If you’re serving cheese, take it out of the fridge at least half an hour beforehand. You want to be able to taste the cheese, not your fridge. These thirty minutes can be the difference between a just-pretty cheese plate and an utterly delicious one.


8. If at any point you feel overwhelmed or stressed by the menu you’ve planned to serve, delete a dish. No one will know, and you won’t be cranky and stressed.


9. CAYG: Clean as You Go. It’s a lifestyle—one that is, for me, sometimes more of an aspiration, but still. The more I tidy and wash as I cook, the happier I am at the end of the night not to be staring at a Mount Everest of mess.


10. If you can turn something into a bar, do it. A Spritz Bar, a Deviled Eggs Bar, a BLT Bar, a Bloody Mary Bar—people love a bar, they love options, and they love to customize. Everyone wants to be their own special snowflake! And hosting is so much easier when everyone becomes the master of their own destiny.


11. Don’t forget dessert. It can be as simple as fancy chocolate bars broken up and shared right on the tablecloth. It can be as nostalgic as Klondike Bars or Chipwiches or Otter Pops pulled from the freezer. It can be as easy as pastries outsourced from your favorite bakery. It can be as fancy as a three-layer cake you made from scratch—but if you’re going this route …


12. Don’t stress dessert. Only make it yourself if you really want to, and do it before the party has started. Your maximum dessert effort should be scooping it into glasses, reheating it in the oven, or making fresh whipped cream—in fact, simply add some sliced berries tossed with a little sugar, and that right there is a perfect dessert.


13. Accept help with the dishes—but only at the very end of the night.
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