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Judy Ridgway is a very experienced cookery writer, with extensive media contacts and first-hand experience of radio and TV. She has more than 60 books to her name, including Running Your Own Catering Company, Running Your Own Wine Bar and Wining and Dining at Home. She also co-wrote The Catering Management Handbook with her brother Brian Ridgway, who at the time was operations director for the Thistle group of hotels.


Judy ran a small catering company called London Cooks Ltd. Parties of all kinds, including weddings, featured prominently in the work of the company and her experiences at that time have contributed greatly to the writing of this book.
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INTRODUCTION



The date has been set and the planning has started. So what about the catering? ‘Why not do it ourselves?’ someone suggests. It seems a perfectly straightforward idea and, indeed, many people do carry it through very successfully.


Before you make the final decision, you should give some thought to what is involved. On the plus side, you will certainly save a good deal of money and you will also have the satisfaction of providing your family and friends with the best that home-cooking can offer. The party will remain a very personal affair without the formality of outside caterers.


On the minus side, the work involved can be quite onerous, and if you have a small kitchen you will need quite a lot of ingenuity to work out the logistics of cooking for a large number of people. Thought will certainly need to be given as to who will mastermind the overall plan and who will carry out all the work. If Mum is a good cook and there is an extended family of brothers and sisters or aunts and uncles who can lend a hand, it will probably be a lot easier than if you do not have many relatives or friends to call upon. However, you can always compromise by doing the cooking yourself and hiring waiting staff for the event itself.


If the decision is taken to cater for yourselves, I hope this book will help you to plan the event and to carry out all the tasks involved with the minimum of effort. I have tried to include all the hints and tips I have come across, both in talking to other people and in catering for quite a few events myself when I was running my own catering company, London Cooks Ltd.




NOTE


I usually use large eggs, rather than medium.








SETTING THE SCENE FOR YOUR SPECIAL PARTY



There is no single blueprint for successful party food. Canapés and drinks can work just as well as a finger buffet or a sit-down meal. The choice is entirely yours and will depend on such factors as the number of guests you plan to invite, the size of your budget and the availability of a suitable venue.


But before you can sensibly make the choice and start to plan, you will need to have the answers to a few basic questions.


HOW MUCH CAN YOU AFFORD TO SPEND?


The answer to this question will affect your replies to many of the other questions and will, of course, influence the final plan.


WHEN IS THE EVENT TO BE?


What time of the year will it take place and how much time will you have in hand to put your plans into effect? What time of the day will it be?


HOW MANY PEOPLE WILL YOU INVITE?


If you are planning a wedding, you will need to look at the proportion of family and friends on both sides. Whether you are celebrating an anniversary or birthday, organising a special party for Christmas or just planning a great get-together you will still need to consider the numbers.


DO YOU HAVE SUFFICIENT SPACE TO HOLD THE RECEPTION AT HOME?


Will you be able to use the garden? Is the house large enough to hold everyone if the weather is bad?


WHAT TYPE OF RECEPTION WOULD YOU PREFER?


Are you happy to have everyone standing up for canapés or finger food, or would you prefer a sit-down buffet or formal meal?


HOW MANY PEOPLE WILL YOU BE ABLE TO ROPE IN TO HELP WITH ALL THE PREPARATION?


WILL YOU NEED OUTSIDE HELP?


If you are planning a wedding reception, the prospective bride and groom will need to get together with their parents or whoever is going to host the wedding to help in answering these questions. Once you have worked through them all and have agreed answers between those most closely concerned, you will be well on the way to having a good idea of what you hope to achieve.


POSSIBLE CATERING RECEPTION SCENARIOS


•   Fork buffet for 40 at home, using the living room and hall.


•   Canapés and drinks for 100, in a local hall.


•   Sit-down meal for 14, using the living room at home.


•   Finger buffet for 50 with a marquee in the garden.


•   Fork buffet for 60 in a local clubhouse.



THE PLAN



Whatever type of event you decide to have, the key to success lies in working out a good plan of campaign. This will take in the guest list, details of the menu and the drinks, and a timetable to cover shopping and preparation, as well as a checklist for the day itself.


If the party is to be held at your home, it is also a good idea to include a list of thoughtful touches you could add around the house. This might include combs in the bedrooms or bathroom and a list of taxi numbers by the phone, anything which adds to the comfort and enjoyment of your guests.


The more detailed your plan, the less likelihood there is of anything going wrong and the easier it will be for the host and hostess to enjoy the party along with their guests.


Use the master checklist provided below to help you put together your plan, and read the following general notes on the various sections of the plan. Further helpful information on specific types of catering will be found within the chapters that follow.



MASTER CHECKLIST



WELL IN ADVANCE


•   Set the date and send out the invitations; keep a record of the replies.


•   Decide upon and, if necessary, book the venue.


•   Plan the drinks and the menu.


•   Book waiters or waitresses or start to organise your family and friends.


•   Arrange to hire glasses, tablecloths and platters and any other equipment you will need.


•   Order or make the cake for an anniversary or wedding.



ONE MONTH OR SO BEFORE



•   Start the shopping and order the drinks.


•   Start advance preparation.


•   Order flowers and find out where to buy ice.


•   Plan the method of transport to a venue away from home, with a fallback plan in case the transport breaks down.


ONE WEEK BEFORE


•   Prepare a plan of action for the morning of the party.


•   Finish decorating the cake, if necessary.


•   Complete advance preparation and write out a final shopping list.


•   Shop for non-perishable items.


THE DAY BEFORE


•   Finish off any perishable shopping.


•   Finish all advance preparation.


•   Make extra ice if you are not planning to buy it.


•   Organise the rooms to be used if you are catering at home, and clear them of furniture and breakable ornaments.


ON THE DAY


•   Decorate the room and the tables.


•   Chill the white wine.


•   Work through the preparation plan.


•   Organise the house.



TIMING



The timing of the party can affect the planning. For example, you may want to serve rather different food for a lunchtime barbecue than for an evening dinner. You might also want to consider an afternoon tea party or an early-evening drinks party. The choice may also depend on how far the guests have to travel to the event and the average age of the guests. If friends have travelled a long way they will need more to eat than just a canapé or two, and older guests may often prefer to eat in the middle of the day and to eat sitting down.


If you are planning a wedding reception, the timing may well be dictated by the availability of the church or the registry office. The most popular times for weddings are around midday with a late lunchtime reception, or mid-afternoon, with a reception in the early evening.


The latter arrangement offers whoever is catering more time on the day to prepare and still get to the wedding ceremony. One family I know, arranged the latest ceremony they could, which was at 5 p.m. The reception was then set for 7.30 p.m. in the evening.



THE INVITATIONS



It is all too easy for any guest list to escalate in the enthusiasm of early planning. This is particularly true for a wedding. When two families’ lists have to be put together the result can be very long indeed. This is fine if there is unlimited space and no cash problems, but most people have to watch what they are spending and so the budget can sometimes be quite tight. If so, should you limit the guests to relatives and very close family friends? Should the bride and groom be able to invite all their young friends and forget about Great-Aunt Mary? What happens if the bridegroom has an extended family and the bride has only a couple of relatives? These questions often cause a good deal of conflict and need to be discussed in a calm and friendly atmosphere.


The size of the final guest list will probably affect the type of catering you decide to have. A canapés and drinks party where everyone stands up will allow you to entertain rather more people in a given space than a sit-down buffet would allow.


The invitations will, of course, state the time of the event, but they should also give some indication of the type of food to be served. If it is to be a canapés and drinks reception, do make this clear on the invitation. Guests who have had to travel some distance will then be able to make arrangements to eat a full meal either before or after the reception.



THE VENUE



The easiest place to hold any kind of self-catered party is in your own home. The food preparation can take place in your own familiar kitchen and you will not have far to carry it to the serving tables.


AT HOME


Depending upon the numbers you are planning to invite, you might decide to use the living room alone, or, if you have more rooms, the whole of the downstairs area including the hall, leaving the bedrooms for any display of presents and for coats and hats. The latter will be particularly important if it is wintertime or the weather is bad.


If it is a summer party, you might be able to make use of the garden, but weather can be rather unpredictable and unless you have the space to hold a marquee, you must be sure there is room for everyone to retreat to the house.


OUTSIDE VENUE


If your house or, in the case of a wedding, the bride or bridegroom’s family home, is too small, you may be able to arrange the use of a friend or relative’s house. But do remember that this will need to be cleaned and fully tidied up afterwards more quickly than your own home.


Outside venues will often hold more people, but many of them either do not have kitchen facilities, or they are tied to the use of a specific caterer and so you cannot do your own catering.


If you don’t know of a local venue, start by checking local church, parish and village halls. Public buildings such as town halls, baths and libraries may also have rooms for hire. Talk to your local events photographer; he or she may well be aware of local venues through their work.


Other ideas include sports clubhouses or your old school premises. You could even hire a large boat on the river. However, do remember to check on the kitchen facilities; it really is very difficult to bring absolutely everything in with you. There must at least be running hot and cold water and an electric point or two!


In fact, you will probably need rather more equipment than this. Here’s a checklist to use when visiting the venue for the first time:


KITCHEN AND WORKING AREA


•   How much working surface is there? If there is not much, is there room to put up a trestle table?


•   What cooking appliances are available and how do they work?


•   Are there sufficient power points to use electric appliances such a food processors and whisks?


•   Is there a fridge to chill the food and wine?


•   Is there a second sink for chilling wine? If not, could you use a dustbin?


•   Is there enough room to wash-up or should you use disposable plates?


RECEPTION ROOM


•   Is there room for tables and chairs, or must it be a stand-up event?


•   Where will the buffet and drinks tables go?


•   If it is a formal event, where will the guests be received?


•   Where will the cake go?


•   What is the colour scheme? You may want to colour-coordinate flowers, napkins and candles.


•   Where are the toilets situated? This is useful information to pass on to the waiting staff, who will then be able to direct guests.





THE FOOD AND DRINK




THE MENU



The choice of menu will obviously be heavily influenced by the style of reception you have chosen to adopt. Cold roast beef or turkey is difficult to eat with a fork alone and so should be reserved for sit-down buffets or full-scale sit-down meals. Mini-quiches and sausage rolls, on the other hand, make excellent finger food.


COSTINGS


The cost will also be another important factor. If it is a wedding or a very special anniversary you will probably be prepared to spend a little more than you would for a birthday party. It really is important not to cut corners. It is far better to invite fewer people than to try to impress with a large event and serve inferior food and wine. You will end up not impressing anyone this way.


If the budget is really tight, you can use small quantities of exotic or expensive ingredients to dress things up and create a feeling of luxury from first-class presentation. The imaginative use of readily available ingredients can also add interest to an economical spread. It also makes sense to mix expensive items, such as smoked salmon or scampi, with more economical ingredients like eggs or cheese.



TIMINGS



One factor often forgotten when putting the menu together is the time that each item takes to prepare. A menu featuring pies, flans and terrines will take much longer to prepare than cold cuts and salads.


HOW MUCH?


The quantities involved could also affect the final choice of menu. Is your oven large enough to take a 9kg turkey and have you enough 25cm flan cases to make four large strawberry tarts? Of course you may decide to cut the workload or solve the equipment problem by buying in most of the food ready-made. The drawback with this approach is that it will put up the cost quite considerably.


Some dishes are always popular. Poached salmon and strawberries is a summer party combination of which people rarely tire. Coronation or Celebration Chicken Salad is another favourite, and smoked salmon in any form disappears off the plate at a rate of knots!


One of the secrets of successful menu planning is that the variety of food and courses on offer should be balanced. It is no good, for example, selecting an array of attractive and unusual dishes if they all have a similar base.


For canapés and finger food, aim at a mix of bread, pastry and vegetable-based items, rather than all bread-based. Make sure there is not a heavy reliance on pastry in a finger buffet and check that your fork buffet does not have a rich and creamy main course followed by a cream-based dessert. Don’t serve seafood as a starter if the main course is fish and avoid too many salads which look very similar on a cold buffet.



QUANTITIES



This is always a tricky question. You do not want to run out of food, nor do you want to over-cater and waste your money. However, the temptation to make just a little more is often overwhelming.


The answer is to sit down and work out the quantities from smaller numbers within your experience. You know how much is required for four, six, eight, even ten or twelve people. So start doubling up, taking a little of the total amounts at twenty-five, fifty, seventy-five and a hundred to make allowances for any overestimating you probably did at the beginning. A small amount left over or served as a second helping to ten people will have grown to at least two or three portions for twenty-five people, and so on.


Doubling quantities works reasonably well for most recipes, but sometimes certain ingredients may not need to be increased quite as much as others. This applies particularly to the liquid element in casseroles and stews; also to spices and other strongly flavoured ingredients.


Sometimes it helps to visualise what the food will look like on the plate. In this way you can decide how many people a 25cm flan will serve or how many items to include in a finger buffet.



ADVANCE PREPARATION



One of the ways of coping with the amount of cooking which needs to be done is to prepare it gradually over the days or even weeks before the event and to store it in the fridge or freezer.


It is important here to decide which items on your chosen menu will freeze well and those that will not. Of course, some dishes may be semi-prepared and finished off at a later date. Quiches and flans, for example, tend to go a little soggy if they are frozen. However, the pastry cases and the fillings can be prepared and the former cooked; they can then be frozen separately and will then only need to be thawed, put together and baked on the day.


Sort out the dishes you are planning to make according to the ease of storage. Cook the freezable ones first, then the ones that can be refrigerated, and lastly those which need to be stored in tins or in the open larder.


Don’t forget that cooked pastry does not survive well in the fridge, that some salad items, such as grated carrots, can last longer if coated with oil and that butter, cheeses, ice-cream and sorbets will need to be taken out of the fridge or freezer in good time to soften up.


As an example, here is a detailed advance preparation plan for the Fork Buffet Menu 5 (see page 167). The plans included in each section are not quite as detailed as this one and each will also depend on your own particular circumstances, equipment, size of freezer, etc.


ONE TO TWO WEEKS BEFORE THE RECEPTION


•   Prepare, cook and freeze the Pork and Herb Terrine


•   Make and freeze the Orange Cassata Bombe


TWO DAYS BEFORE THE RECEPTION


•   Roast the gammon and store in the fridge


THE DAY BEFORE THE RECEPTION


•   Prepare the Seafood Mousse


•   Make the Yorkshire Curd Tarts


•   Cook the rice for the Fruity Rice Salad and store in a cool place


•   Roast the vegetables for the Mediterranean Roasted Vegetable Salad and store in a cool place



PRESENTATION



Clever presentation can transform a good buffet into a superlative one and it is well worth giving some thought to this aspect of the reception.


One of the most stunning cold buffets I have ever seen was all arranged on glass mirrors with tiny flowers made from radishes, button mushrooms, spring onions, carrots and courgettes. This may be a bit ambitious for most of us, but a lot can be done to make food look even more attractive.


Starting with the food itself, it’s worth making sure that it is naturally colourful and attractive. Balance dark casseroles with colourful vegetable mixes and use garnishes to set off cold meats and fish.


CANAPÉS


Canapé food in particular needs finishing off with some decoration before it begins to look appetising. Arranging the trays needs careful thought, too. A tray of nothing but vol-au-vents or liver pâté canapés will lack colour and life. However, if you mix five or six different items on a tray and arrange them in patterns such as diagonals or circles, they will look much more interesting. Simple canapés can be made to look really stunning if they are served on a mirror.


FINGER FOOD


Finger food such as cocktail sausages, meatballs or devils on horseback will look much more attractive if they are liberally sprinkled with freshly chopped herbs or are served on a bed of interesting leaves, or alternatively, on sprouted alfalfa or boxed cress.


Bring trays of food to life with colourful garnishes, such as slices of orange with watercress, tomato flowers with shredded lettuce, or mixed pepper rings with parsley.


GARNISHES FOR COLD DISHES


•   Kumquats or cherry tomatoes cut in half with a crenelated pattern


•   Radishes, spring onions or celery sticks cut into flower shapes


•   Pea shoots or small bean sprouts


•   Small bunches of fresh herbs


•   Wedges, twists or butterflies of lemon, orange and lime


•   Sliced kiwifruit or star fruit


•   Pomegranate seeds


A centrepiece on a tray will also look most attractive. Try a cushion of watercress studded with flower heads or a small bowl of crushed ice, prawns in their shells and lemon wedges.


THE TABLE


Buffet tables rely very much on a colourful array of food, and cold hams, turkey and chicken can be decorated with a cold sauce or with aspic. Make up pretty designs using bay leaves, black, pink and green peppercorns, sliced stuffed olives and gherkin fans.


The food on a buffet table and at a formal sit-down meal looks its best against a white background and it is well worth hiring large linen tablecloths along with cutlery and crockery.


Flowers offer the simplest way of enlivening the table, but these should be placed at the end rather than in the middle of a buffet table. This is important because they can hinder the easy flow of people around the buffet table. Flowers on a formal table should be kept low so that diners can see each other over the top of them.


Colour coordinated napkins and candles work well and you might also consider decorating the buffet table with ribbons. If it is well done, it can look very attractive. This might be a job you could hand over to a talented member of your family.



HEALTH AND SAFETY



As this is a private party you do not need to have your kitchen inspected and approved by the local Health and Safety Department as you would if you were to set up a business catering from home. However, kitchen hygiene is important and it makes sense to take as much care as possible as you do not want any of your guests coming down with any kind of stomach upset or food poisoning.


Give the kitchen a good scrub down before you start and make sure that the work surfaces, the fridge and the freezer are absolutely clean. Keep raw meat well away from prepared foods. Check that your fridge and freezer temperatures are correct: the fridge should be set at 6°C and the freezer at -18°C.


Cooked meat and fish dishes, sauces and soups should be frozen as quickly as possible after they are cooked. Do not leave them hanging around in a warm kitchen. Take care, too, when you are thawing food. If possible, thaw meat and fish dishes in the fridge.
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