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let’s celebrate!


I’m in the mood to celebrate! It’s the kind of joyous mood that makes me happy to phone friends and family and invite them over for good food, good conversation, and good cheer! It’s the kind of mood that makes needing a reason to celebrate unnecessary. … Well, almost.


Actually, I like having a reason, and am never at a loss to find one. There are so many occasions to choose from—big and small, traditional and quirky—that selecting the right one is easy. A cousin’s graduation, a friend’s engagement, the pleasures of a summer garden, the warmth of a winter hearth, a passion for Italian food-—the choices are unlimited. I love planning the menu, shopping for ingredients, cooking the recipes, and decorating the table. And most of all, I get great pleasure in sharing my celebratory mood with others!


I believe the most memorable celebrations take place at home. In mine, all celebrations begin in the kitchen, and part of the fun is deciding what to prepare, creating a menu with appeal, start to finish. Forty-three of my favorites (yes, I have many more than that!) are included in this book, which I’ve divided into two sections. The first, A Year of Celebrations, marks the annual celebrations we all look forward to; some are holidays, some popular events. Christmas, the Super Bowl, Valentine’s Day, the Academy Awards, Mother’s Day, the Fourth of July, Thanksgiving—all heartfelt traditions to enjoy with food, friends, and family.


In addition to the big occasions, there are special moments that cry out for a get-together. The selection in Celebrating Our Lives includes the kinds of events that inspire us to really pull out all the stops. You’re thrilled to have bought a new house? Inaugurate the kitchen with an aromatic Slow-Roasted Tomato and Fennel Soup and a sweet-tangy meltingly tender chicken casserole. Birthday coming up? Highlight your bash with a seductive Honey-Lime Roast Pork and a gorgeous Chocolate Birthday Cake. Just got a big raise? Blushing Lobster Cocktails and Rich Man’s Burgers say it all. Home from an exotic vacation in Morocco? Tempt friends to your table with a tantalizing, succulent Lamb Tagine, and a palate-cooling, fragrant Orange-Blossom Sorbet, and they’ll be happy to ooh and ahh over all your photos and your tales of adventure. Roll up the rug for a bridal shower (complete with a Coconut Trousseau Cake), a graduation (slice up a New York Strip Steak Lavished with Tomatoes and Olives), a big family reunion (no one will want to miss the Sherried Shrimp Salad and Roasted Salmon Salad). Plus, enjoy a Saturday dinner with friends, an Anytime Sunday Brunch, Pool Party, A Cozy Dinner for Two—there are menus for all occasions and for any reason.


All the menus, whether they’re for a Fresh Blueberry Breakfast to celebrate summer, a New Year’s Day open house, or a sit-down Thanksgiving Dinner with all the traditional trimmings, include recipes for several courses—sometimes I’ve suggested alternative appetizers or entrees—along with suggestions for the appropriate wines or other drinks. I’ve left the coffee and tea up to you—brew or steep a pot of your favorite freshly ground beans or loose (if possible) leaves to enjoy with dessert at the end of a meal.


With each of the menus, there is a small list of “Extras,” some key equipment or tableware that is needed either to prepare the recipes (barbecue equipment, an ice-cream maker) or to serve the food (a pedestal cake stand, pretty baskets). I’ve also shared some ideas about setting the scene, offering suggestions for creating an attractive table. I’m a big fan of all kinds of dinnerware and table linens, and enjoy using what I have as often as I can. Vases of fresh flowers, lots of candles in various holders, pretty serving bowls and platters, all add to the celebration. I know that no one has a warehouse of dishes and linens, or a greenhouse full of breathtaking blooms, so just use these ideas as inspiration, a way to start thinking about the things you have that might help to make an occasion all the more special.


Music adds to the party atmosphere, so I’ve offered up recommendations—some mine, some from music-loving friends; some fun, some joyous, some romantic. Sometimes it’s just a favorite musician or singer, sometimes it’s a specific collection of tunes or a movie soundtrack or a classical piece. Whether you go with these suggestions or with your own favorites, remember to keep the music low—conversation is what counts at any celebration.


As in all my books, special occasions and special recipes do not have to be difficult or fussy. My great hope has always been to interest as many cooks as possible by creating new recipes using the freshest and newest ingredients available today. Each menu is impressionistic and enchanting. The dishes all work together as a piece, yet I’ve left room for your imagination. Choose your favorites from them—or join me in the magic of making them all, because I believe that the home-cooked meal is, in fact, the greatest celebration.


I hope this collection sparks your enthusiasm and that you’ll look forward to each celebration with excitement. Enjoy the fanciful and share the feast! Get creative and move dishes around to suit your own taste. Add your own personality to the menus and let’s pop the cork together!




COOKING INSIDE AND OUTSIDE THE MENU


Each dish in each celebration was composed to serve the number of people noted at the top of its menu page. So, for example, if you are preparing the Mother’s Day Luncheon, which was designed to serve eight people, rest assured that all the dishes in that menu will serve eight. But, please don’t wait until a particular holiday to prepare a dish that sparks your interest. By all means, make that luscious Potato Leek Soup from the St. Patrick’s Day menu, even though the holiday is six months away. Just be sure to check the serving amount on the menu page so you know you’re preparing enough for your family or friends.








A Year of Celebrations



Ring in the New Year


[image: image]


I can remember New Year’s Days that were cold and still, with the winter sun bright and clear in the deepest blue sky; when the breath of every man, woman, child, dog, and cat passing on the street puffed like little white clouds. And then there were the New Year’s that were warm as early April, when people walked in Central Park in shirtsleeves and the wet smell in the air promised spring. New Year’s weather is unpredictable and changeable. But as the first day in a family of 365 (or 366), it is the one that so many look to for a taste of what’s to come. My tradition? Have a big open house with food that will stay delicious all day, so guests can drop in casually. It’s a wonderful low-key party.


MENU


New Year’s cries out for a bountiful buffet laid out on a pretty tablecloth-covered table. Stack the plates at the head, and because it’s tough to juggle a plate and silverware while helping yourself through a buffet line, roll the knives and forks in large napkins, and tie them with ribbon. Place the rolled napkins in a basket at the end of the table.


The pork tenderloins are the star of this meal. Present them on a large platter and surround them with plenty of fresh kumquats and watercress. Slice the beef tenderloin before serving it, so guests can easily help themselves. The stunning Platter of Plenty, laden with gemlike vegetables, is so gorgeous that it deserves a prominent place, too. A hot plate or chafing dish will keep the black-eyed peas nice and warm, and the two salads go in large attractive bowls.


After all these pungent flavors, offer two choices of good old-fashioned sweetness for dessert—a glorious upside-down cake and irresistible Butter Balls.


Now is the time to remove the tired Christmas poinsettias. Think white and fresh for the New Year—buy some pots of paperwhites or even white orchids. You may still have your beautiful tree up—no need to remove it. A green and white color scheme will be very festive and a change from the red of Christmas. Happy New Year!




Ring in the New Year


BUFFET FOR TWENTY-FOUR


Party Pork Tenderloins


Roasted Tenderloin of Beef


Platter of Plenty


Good Luck Black-Eyed Peas


Basil-Cream Potato Salad


Savory Fruit Salad


Pineapple Upside-Down Cake


Butter Balls





THE MUSIC


Duke Ellington


New Orleans zydeco


THE WINE


Alsace Pinot Gris


California Pinot Noir


THE EXTRAS


Several large platters or silver trays


Decorative bowls


Baskets


Chafing dish



PARTY PORK TENDERLOINS


Pork tenderloin is a stylish choice for a New Year’s buffet. Overnight marinating and high-heat roasting brings out the pork’s refined flavor—it’s the perfect partner for the tangy, fruity, and herbaceous sauces offered alongside. (Try them all!) Serve the pork at room temperature.


FOR THE PORK AND MARINADE


5 pork tenderloins (about 1 pound each)


1 cup sherry vinegar


⅔ cup fresh orange juice


¼ cup honey


8 cloves garlic, finely minced


2 tablespoons tiny capers, drained, plus 2 tablespoons brine


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 tablespoons ground cumin


1 tablespoon dried oregano


FOR COOKING AND SERVING


4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


Several bunches fresh kumquats with leaves, for garnish


4 bunches watercress, rinsed and patted dry, for garnish


Pebre (recipe follows), for serving


Lemon-Garlic Aïoli (recipe follows), for serving


Romesco Mayonnaise (recipe follows), for serving


1. Wipe the pork tenderloins with damp paper towels and place them in two large bowls or plastic containers.


2. Combine all the marinade ingredients with 1 cup water in a bowl and pour it over the tenderloins. Cover and marinate in the refrigerator overnight.


3. Transfer the tenderloins to a colander, wipe them clean of any marinade pieces, and let them drain for 15 minutes. Then pat them dry with paper towels. Strain the marinade, reserving 2 cups of the liquid.


4. Preheat the oven to 400°F.


5. Heat 2 tablespoons of the olive oil in each of two large nonstick skillets over medium-high heat. Sear the tenderloins well all over, in batches, if necessary, turning the meat as it browns. It will take about 10 minutes per batch. Transfer the pork to two 15 × 10-inch shallow roasting pans (2 tenderloins in one pan and 3 in the other), and add 1 cup of the reserved marinade to each pan.


6. Roast the tenderloins until slightly pink in the center, 10 minutes. (If you prefer to lose the pinkness, cook 2 minutes more.) Place the tenderloins on a cutting board and let them rest for 10 to 20 minutes. (They will continue to cook as they rest.)


7. Cut the tenderloins into ½-inch-thick slices and arrange them on a large round platter, overlapping the slices slightly. Garnish decoratively with the kumquats and watercress. Place the three sauces in decorative bowls and serve them alongside.



PEBRE (FRESH SALSA VERDE)


Herbs, onions, salt, and garlic make up the basic ingredients of savory pebre. I think of it as the Chilean cousin of the more famous Argentinean chimichurri. Peter Kaminsky brought this recipe for pebre back from a fly-fishing trip to the camp of his friend Carlos Hernandez on the Rio Paloma. Peter reports that for a week he doused his chancho (roast pork), costilla (short ribs), and cordero (whole roasted lamb) with it. His conclusion: “If it’s meat, pebre goes with it.”


3 large sweet onions, such as Vidalia or Walla Walla, finely diced


3 cloves garlic, finely minced


3 green jalapeño peppers, seeds and ribs removed, finely chopped


¾ teaspoon coarse (kosher) salt


4½ cups chopped fresh cilantro


1½ teaspoons dried oregano


¾ teaspoon ground coriander


Pinch of cayenne pepper


6 tablespoons olive oil


6 tablespoons red wine vinegar


1. Place the onions in a large bowl, cover with cold water, and allow to soak for 15 to 20 minutes. Drain, rinse under cold water, drain again, and pat dry.


2. Place the garlic and jalapeños on a cutting board. Sprinkle with the coarse salt and chop as fine as possible, mashing the mixture into a paste with the side of a large sharp knife. Place the paste in a bowl and add the cilantro, oregano, coriander, cayenne, olive oil, and vinegar. Stir well. Add the onions and toss to combine. Adjust the seasonings to taste. Serve within 2 to 3 hours.



LEMON-GARLIC AIOLI


This aïoli has a creamy texture balanced by a lemony tang and plenty of pungent garlic. It will coax the best flavor out of the pork—and add a Provençal accent to the vegetables farther down the buffet line.


6 slices white bread, crusts removed, torn into large pieces


1½ cups whole milk


6 cloves garlic, minced


Finely grated zest of 6 lemons


4½ cups prepared mayonnaise, such as Hellmann’s


¾ cup extra-virgin olive oil


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1. Soak the bread in the milk in a bowl for 1 minute. Squeeze the bread well to remove as much milk as possible and place it in a food processor along with the garlic and lemon zest. Pulse the machine on and off about 5 times to combine the ingredients.


2. Add the mayonnaise and process until smooth.


3. With the motor running, drizzle the olive oil through the feed tube and process until smooth.


4. Transfer the mixture to a bowl and season with salt and pepper. Cover and refrigerate. This will keep for up to 2 days.


Makes 4½ cups



ROMESCO MAYONNAISE


Romesco is a Catalan sauce that is made with bell peppers, almonds, tomatoes, garlic, and usually some bread. In my version, mayonnaise provides body and the orange juice adds some zing. The result is a condiment that is superb not only with pork but also with fish, poultry, and Spain’s traditional prosciutto-like Serrano ham.


6 tablespoons olive oil


2 large cloves garlic, thinly sliced


½ cup coarsely chopped blanched almonds


2 red bell peppers, stemmed, seeded, and chopped


2 small onions, halved and slivered


2 cups diced and seeded ripe plum tomatoes


2 teaspoons finely grated orange zest


6 tablespoons fresh orange juice


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


2 cups prepared mayonnaise, such as Hellmann’s


1. Heat 4 tablespoons of the olive oil in a saucepan over low heat. Add the garlic and cook until pale gold, 5 to 7 minutes. Remove the garlic with a mesh skimmer and set aside in a small bowl. Add the almonds to the pan, raise the heat slightly, and cook, stirring, until golden, about 3 minutes. Add the almonds to the garlic.


2. Add the remaining 2 tablespoons oil to the pan. Add the bell peppers and onions and cook, stirring, over medium-low heat until they are very soft, 15 minutes. Add the tomatoes, orange zest, and orange juice. Season with salt and pepper. Cook for 5 minutes to blend the flavors. Add the garlic and almonds and cook for 2 minutes more. Remove from the heat and allow to cool, then puree in a food processor or blender.


3. Stir this mixture into the mayonnaise and refrigerate, covered, until ready to use. It will keep for up to 3 days.


Makes 4 cups


Makes about 4½ cups




In Mexico’s Yucatán, the Maya say the weather in the first twelve days of the year tells you what the weather will be like in each of the twelve months. Similarly in Wales, the farm folk used to carry a burning hawthorn bush over twelve hills; if the fire did not go out before they reached the end of the course, the crops would be good in the coming year. Down on Bank Street, in Greenwich Village, I have a friend who follows the African American custom of cooking up a pot of black-eyed peas because her grandmother taught her that this would ensure good luck in the New Year. A recipe for this good-luck dish is on page 8.






ROASTED TENDERLOIN OF BEEF


Nothing develops the deep beefy flavor of a tenderloin more fully than roasting it. And all the sauces you’ve made for the pork are delicious companions for it, too. If anyone happens to bring you caviar as a present, an extravagant but totally scrumptious treat is to dollop some right on the meat. It’s a more expensive way to salt it, certainly, but after all, New Year’s comes just once a year.


2 oven-ready beef tenderloins (about 4½ pounds each), prime center cut


6 to 8 cloves garlic, cut into thin slivers


4 to 6 tablespoons olive oil


2 teaspoons dried thyme


Coarse (kosher) salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


Garden cress, for garnish (optional)


1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 425°F.


2. With the tip of a sharp knife, cut small slits all over both tenderloins and insert the garlic slivers in them.


3. Lightly brush the meat with the olive oil. Sprinkle it with the thyme and a generous amount of coarse salt and pepper. Set the meat in a shallow pan that is just large enough to hold both of them comfortably and place it in the oven.


4. Roast the tenderloins for 10 minutes. Then reduce the heat to 350°F and continue to roast for another 40 minutes for rare meat, or 50 minutes for medium-rare. (Rare registers 125°F on a meat thermometer; medium-rare is 130°F.)


5. Let the roasts rest for 10 to 12 minutes, then carve into ½-inch-thick slices. Arrange overlapping on platters and garnish with garden cress, if desired.



PLATTER OF PLENTY


[image: image]


Anytime a large group is expected, there will be guests who are on a meatless, low-fat, or vegetarian regimen—guaranteed. Others may have overdone it during the round of holiday banquets and crave something light and simple. The vegetables here are either roasted or lightly blanched, enhancing their luminous colors and popping the flavors. You can prepare them and the eggs a day ahead, and then refrigerate everything overnight in separate covered containers. The Lemon-Garlic Aïoli served with the pork is the perfect dollop for these vegetables. If you’re making the vegetables but not the pork, you should still make the same amount of aïoli.


16 small red-skinned new potatoes, scrubbed


4 pounds slim carrots, peeled and cut in half crosswise on the diagonal


2 heads cauliflower, cored and broken into small florets


2 pounds green beans, ends trimmed


8 roasted red bell peppers (page 399), cut in quarters


16 roasted small beets (page 399), cut in half or quarters


4 cans (19 ounces each) chickpeas (garbanzo beans), rinsed and drained


16 hard-cooked eggs (see box), cut in half


4 to 6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


6 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


⅓ cup coarsely chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley, for garnish


Chive blossoms, if available, for garnish


Lemon-Garlic Aïoli (page 6), for serving


1. Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil.


2. Cut the potatoes in half if necessary to make them uniform in size. Add them to the boiling water and cook until tender, 15 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the potatoes to a colander to drain. Then run them under cold water to stop the cooking, drain again, and pat dry. Set aside.


3. Add the carrots to the boiling water and cook until tender, 8 to 10 minutes. Using tongs, transfer them to a colander to drain and repeat the cooling and drying process. Set them aside separately from the potatoes.


4. Add the cauliflower florets to the boiling water and cook until tender, 2 to 3 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer them to a colander to drain and repeat the cooling and drying process. Set them aside separately from the other vegetables.


5. Add the green beans to the boiling water and cook until tender, 3 to 4 minutes. Drain them in a colander and repeat the cooling and drying process.


6. Arrange the vegetables, the chickpeas, and the eggs in individual groupings decoratively on one or two platters. Drizzle all with the olive oil and lemon juice and season lightly with salt and pepper. Sprinkle the parsley over all, and add the chive blossoms if available. Spoon the Lemon-Garlic Aïoli into a decorative bowl and serve it alongside.





HOW TO HARD-COOK EGGS


Place room-temperature eggs in a saucepan. Cover with cold water, place over medium-high heat, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to a gentle simmer and cook for exactly 13 minutes. Drain the eggs, rinse under cold water, and then peel. Use as directed in recipes.






GOOD LUCK BLACK-EYED PEAS
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The black-eyed pea, also known as the cowpea, was probably brought to the Americas by African slaves. Like so many other legumes, it is a potent source of protein. This recipe, in many variations, has come to be a Southern tradition on New Year’s Day, a harbinger of good luck in the year to come.


1½ pounds dried black-eyed peas


2 smoked ham hocks


3 tablespoons olive oil, or more if needed


1½ pounds andouille sausage, each quartered lengthwise, and cut into ¼-inch-thick slices


2 large onions, cut into ¼-inch dice


6 cloves garlic, lightly crushed


2 small green bell peppers, stemmed, seeded, and cut into ¼-inch dice


2 small red bell peppers, stemmed, seeded, and cut into ¼-inch dice


6 sprigs fresh thyme


6 bay leaves


½ cup chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1. Pick over the beans, discarding any debris. Place them in a bowl, add cold water to cover by 2 inches, and soak overnight (or see box).


2. Drain the beans in several changes of cold water to cover and place them in a large heavy pot.


3. Place the ham hocks in a large saucepan and add water to cover. Bring to a boil over high heat, reduce the heat to medium-low, and simmer for 4 minutes. Drain, rinse, and add them to the beans.


4. Heat the olive oil in a nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add the sausage and cook, stirring, until browned, about 10 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the sausage to the beans. Add the onions, garlic, and bell peppers to the same skillet and cook over medium-low heat, stirring, until wilted, about 15 minutes, adding more olive oil if necessary. Add this mixture to the beans.


5. Add 12 cups water and the thyme sprigs and bay leaves to the beans. Bring the mixture to a boil over high heat, skimming off any foam that rises to the surface. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer the beans, partially covered, until they are tender but not mushy, 35 to 40 minutes. Remove the ham hocks and set them aside to cool. Discard the thyme sprigs and bay leaves.


6. When the ham hocks are cool, remove the meat from the bones and cut it into small dice. Add the meat to the beans along with the parsley and season with salt and pepper (see Note).


Note: This is best served the same day, but you can make it a day ahead. Add a little heated broth to the beans before reheating them, covered, in a 350°F oven for 15 to 20 minutes.





QUICK-SOAKING BEANS


Place the picked-over beans in a large heavy pot and add cold water to cover by 2 inches. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat and boil for 2 minutes. Remove the pot from the heat and let it stand for 1 hour, covered. Then drain the beans, rinse them in several changes of water, and drain again. The beans are now ready to use in a recipe.






BASIL-CREAM POTATO SALAD


This salad has plenty of zip and crunch to complement the other big flavors in this New Year’s spread. The mayonnaise is tangy, with watercress, shallots, and Mediterranean flavors like capers and anchovies making for a fresh-tasting and colorful buffet dish.


FOR THE SAUCE


2 cups fresh watercress leaves


½ cup (packed) fresh basil leaves


1 tablespoon coarsely chopped shallots


3 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped


3 anchovy fillets, drained


2 teaspoons tiny capers, drained


6 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


2 cups prepared mayonnaise, such as Hellmann’s


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


FOR THE POTATOES


4 pounds small red-skinned new potatoes, unpeeled, scrubbed and quartered


8 scallions, including 3 inches green, thinly sliced


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


¼ cup slivered fresh basil leaves, for garnish


1. Prepare the sauce: Place the watercress, basil, and shallots in a food processor and process until finely minced. Add the garlic, anchovies, capers, and lemon juice and process until smooth.


2. With the motor running, add the olive oil in a steady stream through the feed tube. Process until smooth. Add the mayonnaise and process until smooth. Season the sauce with salt and pepper, and set it aside in a small bowl.


3. Cook the potatoes in a large pot of salted water over medium-high heat until just tender, about 10 minutes. Then drain the potatoes well and allow them to cool to room temperature.


4. Combine the potatoes and scallions in a large bowl and season with salt and pepper. Using a large rubber spatula, fold in the sauce. Transfer the salad to a serving dish and sprinkle the slivered basil over it. Serve at room temperature. (If making in advance, refrigerate, covered, for up to 24 hours. Bring to room temperature and garnish with the basil before serving.)



SAVORY FRUIT SALAD


Combine some favorite salad ingredients with tropical fruits, add the snap of garlic and chiles, and you have a gorgeous, stylish, salsa-type salad that partners exceptionally well with the pork.


6 cups diced fresh pineapple (2 pineapples; ¼-inch dice)


6 cups diced ripe cantaloupe (2 cantaloupes; ¼-inch dice)


6 cups diced peeled hothouse (seedless) cucumbers (3 cucumbers; ¼-inch dice)


8 ripe plum tomatoes, seeded and cut into ¼-inch dice


4 ribs celery, cut into ¼-inch dice


⅔ cup diced red onion (¼-inch dice)


1½ tablespoons finely minced garlic


2 to 3 teaspoons finely minced red jalapeño, serrano, or other fresh red chile pepper


4 teaspoons finely grated lime zest


⅓ cup fresh lime juice (from 2 to 3 limes)


⅔ cup small fresh mint leaves


1. Combine the pineapple, cantaloupe, cucumber, tomatoes, celery, and onion in a large bowl.


2. Using a rubber spatula, gently fold in the garlic, chile, lime zest, and lime juice. Refrigerate, covered, for up to 4 hours before serving.


3. Arrange the salad in a decorative bowl and scatter the mint leaves over the top just before serving.



PINEAPPLE UPSIDE-DOWN CAKE


If dessert is playful in general, it’s doubly so for one that’s turned upside down. Cooking the topping on the bottom of the pan heightens the sweetness and fruitiness of the pineapple and infuses the cake with its sweet tropical moistness. Normally one of these cakes serves eight as an ending to a sit-down dinner. As part of a buffet, it will serve twelve or so. If you’re expecting a houseful, prepare two or three cakes.


FOR THE TOPPING


7 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 cup (packed) light brown sugar


1 tablespoon white rum


1 can (20 ounces) whole pineapple slices packed in juice, drained, juices reserved


FOR THE CAKE


1⅔ cups all-purpose flour


2 teaspoons baking powder


½ teaspoon salt


8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature


1½ teaspoons pure vanilla extract


1 cup granulated sugar


3 large eggs, separated


½ cup whole milk


1 tablespoon white rum


1. Position a rack in the lower third of the oven, and preheat the oven to 350°F.


2. Prepare the topping: Melt the butter in a flameproof 9-inch round cake pan on the stove-top over low heat. Raise the heat to medium, add the brown sugar, and swirl the pan until the mixture is smooth and bubbly, about 2 minutes. Add the rum and swirl again to mix. Remove the pan from the heat. Arrange whole pineapple slices around the edge of the pan and place one in the middle. Cut the remaining slices in half and distribute them evenly on top of the whole pieces. Set the pan aside.


3. Prepare the cake: Sift the flour, baking powder, and salt together in a medium-size bowl. Set it aside.


4. Cream the butter in a mixing bowl with an electric mixer until light and fluffy, about 2 minutes. Add the vanilla and ¾ cup of the granulated sugar and beat on high speed until very light, about 5 minutes. Add the egg yolks, one at a time, scraping down the sides of the bowl and beating well after each addition until combined.


5. Stir the milk, rum, and 3 tablespoons of the reserved pineapple juice together in a small bowl.


6. Add one third of the flour mixture to the butter mixture and mix on low speed until combined. Add half of the milk mixture and mix on low speed, scraping down the sides of the bowl, until combined. Repeat with half of the remaining flour, the remaining milk mixture, and then the remaining flour. Set the batter aside.


7. Place the egg whites in a bowl and beat until foamy. Add the remaining ¼ cup granulated sugar, a tablespoon at a time, and continue mixing until the whites hold soft peaks. Stir one quarter of the whites into the batter until smooth. Add the remaining whites and fold gently with a large rubber spatula until completely incorporated.


8. Spoon the batter over the pineapple in the cake pan and smooth the top. Bake until the center springs back when touched and a knife inserted into the center comes out clean, 25 to 35 minutes.


9. Cool the cake in the pan on a rack for 10 minutes. While it is still warm, carefully unmold the cake onto a decorative serving plate.


Makes 1 cake (see headnote)



BUTTER BALLS


This classic holiday cookie—light, buttery, crunchy—goes by many names. In some places they are called Noel Balls; in others, Mexican Wedding Cakes. I find that the addition of a little “holiday cheer”—namely bourbon—makes them particularly memorable. My prediction: You won’t stop after eating one. Serve them mounded on an ornate paper doily in a shallow bowl or on a delicate silver tray.


1 cup all-purpose flour


½ cup blanched almonds, coarsely chopped


1½ teaspoons finely grated orange zest


½ cup pecans, toasted (see box) and cooled


8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature


3 tablespoons granulated sugar


½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract


2 tablespoons bourbon


About 2 cups confectioners’ sugar, for dusting


1. Position a rack in the center of the oven, and preheat the oven to 350°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper (see Note).


2. Place the flour, almonds, and orange zest in a food processor and process until the mixture is very finely ground. Transfer it to a bowl.


3. Place the pecans in the food processor and chop medium-fine. Add to the flour mixture and set aside.


4. Cream the butter with an electric mixer, until light and fluffy, about 2 minutes. Add the granulated sugar, vanilla, and bourbon and beat on medium speed, scraping the sides of the bowl occasionally, until the mixture is well combined, 5 minutes.


5. Add the flour and nut mixture to the butter mixture and mix on low speed until just incorporated.


6. Form the dough into 1-inch balls, rolling them between the palms of your hands, and place them ½ inch apart on the prepared baking sheets. Bake until they are just beginning to turn golden, 12 to 18 minutes. Let the cookies cool slightly on the baking sheets on wire racks.


7. Place 1½ cups of the confectioners’ sugar in a shallow bowl. While the cookies are still warm, roll them in the confectioners’ sugar and then place them on a plate and let them cool completely. Just before serving, dust the cookies with the remaining ½ cup confectioners’ sugar.


Makes about 60 cookies


Note: Although these cookies don’t spread, you don’t want to crowd them when baking. Better to bake in two batches. If you have a third baking sheet, use it, having it ready to go into the oven when the first batch of cookies comes out.












Super Bowls
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Chopped Cobb Salad


No longer is New Year’s Day the only start-of-the-year celebration. Less dressy, but certainly festive, the Super Bowl comes fast on its heels. Why not take the name literally and make super dishes to serve in bowls? Most people watch the big game sitting or standing around the television. Bowls are practical because they are much easier to handle than trying to balance a plate, the silverware, plus a glass and a napkin—especially if all of a sudden you jump out of your seat to cheer your team on to a touchdown.


MENU


Whether you’ve invited over a small or a large group of fans, it’s all about watching the game. So once it gets started, the fewer interruptions the better.


First of all, have enough comfy chairs, ottomans, and giant cushions for all to plop onto. If you’re in a cold climate, a few warm throws are always fun and practical. Most important, make sure the television (or televisions) offers easy viewing for all.


After greeting your guests with a spicy Bloody Mary, just point them toward the setup on the kitchen island or at the buffet table. This hearty spread will provide plenty of fuel for the excitement ahead.


Have the drinks in a big cooling tub (it can be a galvanized metal tub filled with ice) or on a few shelves in the fridge—with openers close at hand—so everybody can help themselves. Roll silverware up in good-looking cotton dish towels that are large enough to cover laps while doubling as napkins. (Look for inexpensive ones on sale; they’re so practical and handy to have around anyway.) Place durable stemmed goblets, tumblers, or glass mugs nearby. Set out medium-size ceramic bowls—about the size of pasta bowls—instead of plates. Wooden bowls or napkin-lined baskets can be filled with chips and pretzels. For decoration, feature a pitcher arranged with masses of large yellow mums.


Hot trays or chafing dishes are useful for the chili, ribs, and penne, all of which are best served in oven-to-table casseroles. The salad and the shrimp can go in large decorative serving bowls. Make up cookie baskets and set up the coffee pot ahead of time, so they’re ready to go for the third and fourth quarters.


Just keep it coming, keep it casual, and keep the bets small!




Super Bowls


SUPPER FOR EIGHT


Miss Wende Sasse’s Citron Bloody Mary


Saucy Shrimp Cocktail with Knockout Cocktail Sauce


Rodeo Ribs with Rodeo Barbecue Sauce


El Cid Chili


Chopped Cobb Salad


Pepper Stew and Penne, Too


A Cookie Basket:
Molasses Cookies • Chocolate Chip Cookies • Chocolate Chunk Brownies





THE MUSIC


Fats Domino


Allman Brothers


Bruce Springsteen


THE DRINKS


Bloody Marys


Microbrews


Cider


THE EXTRAS


Wide shallow bowls


Hot tray


Colorful dish towels



MISS WENDE SASSE’S CITRON BLOODY MARY


Poor Mary Tudor. In her short reign on England’s throne, she killed only a handful of people, which was very good behavior for a monarch in those days. Still, it was enough for her enemies to nickname her Bloody Mary, and the name has stuck. The original Bloody Mary cocktail was served up by the legendary bartender Pete Petoit at Harry’s New York Bar in Paris in the 1920s. When Harry transplanted himself to New York City in the 1930s, he brought the recipe with him. He called it a Red Snapper, but Bloody Mary, as it later came to be called, is so much more memorable. My friend Wende Sasse, who always has an original flair, dreamed up the delicious idea of using Absolut Citron, with its lemony accent.


2 quarts tomato juice


24 ounces Absolut Citron vodka


½ cup fresh lemon juice (from 6 lemons)


4 teaspoons prepared white horseradish, drained


4 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce


¾ to 1 teaspoon Tabasco sauce, to taste


Celery salt, to taste


Freshly ground black pepper, to taste


8 small lemon wedges


8 celery ribs with leaves, for garnish


1. Combine the tomato juice, vodka, lemon juice, horseradish, Worcestershire sauce, Tabasco sauce, celery salt, and pepper in a large pitcher. Stir well.


2. Fill eight highball glasses with ice and pour in the Bloody Mary mixture. Squeeze a lemon wedge into each and garnish each with a celery rib. Serve immediately.



SAUCY SHRIMP COCKTAIL
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No question: The hands-down, all-time favorite American appetizer is shrimp cocktail. And for favorite dip, it is probably guacamole. Why not combine the best of both worlds? Poach the shrimp in a well seasoned white wine and vegetable broth and then toss them with a bright and tangy avocado and tomato salad. Of course, a shrimp cocktail is only as good as its cocktail sauce. This one will provide a great fanfare for the taste buds.


FOR THE SHRIMP


½ cup dry white wine


2 ribs celery with leaves, coarsely chopped


4 sprigs fresh parsley


6 whole black peppercorns


1¼ pounds medium-size shrimp, peeled, deveined, and well rinsed


FOR THE COCKTAIL


2½ ripe avocados, preferably Hass, peeled, pitted, and cut into ½-inch pieces


2½ tablespoons fresh lime juice


4 ripe plum tomatoes, cut into ½-inch pieces


¼ cup finely diced red onion


1 teaspoon finely diced and seeded green jalapeño pepper


1½ tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1¼ teaspoons red wine vinegar


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


¼ cup coarsely chopped fresh cilantro or flat-leaf parsley


Knockout Cocktail Sauce (recipe follows)


8 large sprigs fresh cilantro or flat-leaf parsley, for garnish


1. Fill a medium-size saucepan half full with water and add the wine, celery, parsley, and peppercorns. Bring to a boil over high heat, reduce the heat to medium-low, add the shrimp, and simmer until the shrimp are cooked through, about 3 minutes. Drain the shrimp, run them under cold water to stop the cooking, then drain well again.


2. Toss the avocados with the lime juice in a large bowl. Using a rubber spatula, gently fold in the tomatoes, red onion, and jalapeño. Add the shrimp, olive oil and vinegar and toss. Season generously with salt and pepper, and add the chopped cilantro.


3. Serve the shrimp in a large decorative bowl, with a bowl of the sauce alongside. Garnish with sprigs of cilantro.



KNOCKOUT COCKTAIL SAUCE


This cocktail sauce packs just the right punch; it’s sweet-tart, with a flavorful bite from the horseradish. Dip Cheddar cheese cubes and raw vegetables in it, as well as shrimp, scallops, and other chilled seafood.


⅓ cup ketchup


2 tablespoons chili sauce, such as Heinz


2 tablespoons well-drained prepared white horseradish


½ teaspoon fresh lemon juice


Combine all the ingredients in a small bowl. Cover and refrigerate for up to 1 week.


Makes ½ cup



RODEO RIBS


The Dallas Cowboys were in so many Super Bowls when my friends and I first started to gather for the game that it seemed the state of Texas needed some recognition in a Super Bowl meal. Because Texas is the home of the longhorn, no pork ribs are allowed. Instead, this recipe calls for meaty, succulent beef short ribs. Slather them with a spicy, tangy barbecue sauce with that distinctive zip typical of sauces from the Alamo to the Oklahoma border. Be sure to make the sauce at least two days before you plan to cook the ribs, to allow the flavors to develop. If you’re inclined to adjust the tang or the sweetness, add more lemon juice first, and then brown sugar, a teaspoon at a time. You want to be sure to ask the butcher to cut the ribs in 2½-inch lengths so you can pick them up with your hands and just eat the meat right off the bone. If they are too long they’ll be too messy, and face it—ribs are messy enough to begin with.


4 pounds beef short ribs, cut into 2- to 2½-inch lengths


Coarse (kosher) salt and coarsely ground black pepper, to taste


2 tablespoons olive oil


1 large onion, halved lengthwise and slivered


1 cup Beef Broth (page 397)


Rodeo Barbecue Sauce (recipe follows)


1. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


2. Sprinkle the ribs generously with coarse salt and pepper. Place the olive oil in a heavy Dutch oven and heat it over medium heat. Add the ribs, in batches, and brown them well on all sides, about 8 minutes per batch. Transfer the ribs to a plate.


3. Add the onion to the Dutch oven and cook over low heat until wilted, scraping up any browned bits, 8 to 10 minutes. Return the ribs to the Dutch oven, arranging them on top of the onions. Cover the pot and transfer it to the oven.


4. Bake for 30 minutes, then add the beef broth, stir, and continue to cook, covered, for another 45 minutes.


5. Remove the pot from the oven and stir in 2 cups of the Rodeo Barbecue Sauce. Then spoon the mixture over the ribs. Return the pot to the oven and cook, uncovered, basting the ribs once or twice, until the meat is tender and succulent, 40 minutes.


6. Remove the pot from the oven and skim off the fat. Serve the ribs, with the remaining barbecue sauce alongside.



RODEO BARBECUE SAUCE


This barbecue sauce has the kick and tang of Texas sauces. It goes with almost anything you cook on a grill, so think of it for steaks, burgers, chicken—you name it.


2 cups ketchup


1 cup cider vinegar


¼ cup Worcestershire sauce


Juice of 1 large lemon


¼ cup (packed) dark brown sugar


¼ cup chili powder


2 tablespoons paprika


3 cloves garlic, minced with ½ teaspoon coarse (kosher) salt


1. Combine all the ingredients plus 4 cups water in a heavy saucepan. Bring to a slow rolling boil over medium heat and cook, stirring regularly to prevent the sauce from scorching, until thickened, 25 to 30 minutes.


2. Pour the sauce through a fine-mesh strainer into a bowl to remove the garlic. Let the sauce cool to room temperature. Then transfer it to a container and refrigerate for 2 days for the flavors to blend.


Makes 4½ cups



EL CID CHILI


Every year at Parade magazine, where I am the food editor, we hold a recipe contest for our readers. In 2000, the contest was for the “Best Chili in the USA.” We received over 21,000 entries and tested and tasted hundreds, looking for Numero Uno. Here it is—Cid Prevost’s winner. Each bowlful presents a generous range of textures: steak in cubes, ground beef, slices of spicy, salty chorizo sausage. And then the spices! Cumin (it isn’t chili if it doesn’t have cumin) and cinnamon (which is surprising yet fragrantly satisfying). And no beans—just spices, meat, onions, tomatoes, and as much peppery heat as you can stand.


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 pounds boneless sirloin steak, cut into 1-inch cubes


8 ounces lean ground beef


12 ounces chorizo sausage, casings removed, cut into ½-inch cubes


1 large onion, coarsely chopped


¼ cup chili powder


1 tablespoon garlic salt


2 teaspoons ground cumin


1 teaspoon dried basil


2 cans (14.5 ounces each) peeled whole tomatoes, undrained


2 cans (14.5 ounces each) beef broth


1 cup chopped fresh cilantro


1 cinnamon stick (3 inches long)


3 bay leaves


2 green jalapeño peppers, each slit lengthwise in 3 places


1 tablespoon yellow cornmeal


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


Freshly grated Cheddar cheese, for garnish


Sour cream, for garnish


4 scallions, including 3 inches green, thinly sliced on the diagonal, for garnish


1. Heat the olive oil in a large heavy pot over medium heat. Add the sirloin cubes, in batches, and brown them on all sides, about 6 minutes per batch. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the browned cubes to a bowl. Add the ground beef, chorizo, and onion to the pot and cook, breaking up the ground beef with the back of the spoon, until the beef is browned, about 8 minutes. Return the sirloin cubes to the pot.


2. Stir in the chili powder, garlic salt, cumin, and basil. Add the tomatoes, broth, cilantro, cinnamon stick, bay leaves, jalapeños, and cornmeal and stir. Season with salt and pepper.


3. Bring the chili to a boil, then reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, uncovered, for 2 hours. Stir the chili occasionally, breaking up the tomatoes with a spoon. The consistency will be chunky and the aroma fragrant.


4. Before serving, remove and discard the cinnamon stick, bay leaves, and jalapeños. Place the grated cheese, sour cream, and scallions in small bowls near the chili so your guests can garnish their servings as they like.



CHOPPED COBB SALAD


If the Super Bowl is the all-American TV show, the Cobb salad is equally the all-American salad. The legend is that Robert Cobb, the owner of Hollywood’s famous Brown Derby (where Clark Gable proposed to Carole Lombard), created this dish for Sid Grauman, of Grauman’s Chinese Theater. When the two Hollywood old-timers were hungry late one night, Cobb opened the refrigerator at his nightspot and proceeded to chop up everything at hand—the first Cobb salad. I’ve expanded the mixture even further by adding some ham and crunchy radishes.


FOR THE VINAIGRETTE


¼ cup red wine vinegar


2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


2 teaspoons sugar


¼ teaspoon dry mustard


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1 teaspoon finely minced garlic


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


FOR THE SALAD


2 heads romaine lettuce, trimmed, rinsed, patted dry, and cut into ½-inch pieces


6 ripe plum tomatoes, seeded and cut into ¼-inch dice


12 red radishes, trimmed and cut into ¼-inch dice


6 scallions, including 3 inches green, thinly sliced on the diagonal


8 ounces baked Virginia ham, in 1 slice, cut into ¼-inch dice


2 cooked whole skinless, boneless chicken breasts (see Note, page 260), cut into ¼-inch dice


4 hard-cooked eggs (page 9), quartered and sliced


2 ripe avocados, preferably Hass, peeled, pitted, and chopped


24 slices cooked bacon, crumbled


½ cup snipped fresh chives (1-inch pieces)


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


8 ounces Roquefort cheese, crumbled


1. Prepare the vinaigrette: Whisk the vinegar, lemon juice, sugar, mustard, salt and pepper, and garlic in a small bowl. Whisking constantly, drizzle in the olive oil. Continue whisking until the dressing has thickened slightly. Set aside.


2. Combine the lettuce, tomatoes, radishes, scallions, ham, chicken, eggs, avocados, bacon, and ¼ cup of the chives in a large serving bowl. Season with salt and pepper.


3. Just before serving, toss the salad with the vinaigrette and scatter the Roquefort over it. Sprinkle with the remaining ¼ cup chives.


Note: If you’re serving this at a sit-down dinner, cut the avocados into 12 thin slices instead of chopping them, and leave the cooked bacon slices whole. Combine the salad, minus the avocados and bacon, and toss it with the dressing. Mound the salad in individual bowls, and surround each serving with 3 strips of bacon and 3 slices of avocado, arranged alternately on edge to form a rim around the salad. Place a spoonful of the cheese on top of each salad, and sprinkle with the remaining ¼ cup chives.



PEPPER STEW AND PENNE, TOO


There are three good reasons to serve pasta as part of a party spread. First, just about everybody loves it. Second, meatless sauces offer something for the vegetarians in the group. And third, nearly every youngster will, when all else fails, dive into a bowl of pasta. The bell peppers and tomatoes are slow-cooked to coax out their deep sweetness for a flavor that is full and powerful but pleasantly light on the tummy.


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra for drizzling


8 cloves garlic, thinly sliced lengthwise


2 cans (14 ounces each) peeled Italian plum tomatoes, chopped, with their juices


2 teaspoons sugar


8 red bell peppers, stemmed, seeded, and cut into generous 1-inch pieces


8 yellow bell peppers, stemmed, seeded, and cut into generous 1-inch pieces


1 cup dry red wine


2 cups torn fresh basil leaves, plus 1 large sprig fresh basil


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1½ pounds dried penne


Freshly grated Parmesan cheese, for serving


1. Heat ¼ cup of the olive oil in a heavy saucepan over low heat. Add half the garlic and cook until soft, stirring occasionally, 3 minutes. Add the tomatoes and sugar and cook until thickened, about 30 minutes. Set the tomato sauce aside.


2. Heat the remaining ¼ cup oil in another heavy saucepan over medium-low heat and add all the remaining garlic and the bell peppers. Cook, stirring occasionally, until soft, 30 minutes.


3. Add the tomato sauce, wine, torn basil, and the basil sprig to the peppers. Cook over medium-low heat, partially covered, stirring occasionally, to blend the flavors, 30 minutes. Add a bit of water if the sauce gets too thick. Remove the sprig of basil and season the sauce with salt and pepper.


4. Meanwhile, bring a large pot of salted water to a boil over high heat. Add the penne to the boiling water and cook until just tender, 10 to 12 minutes. Drain the pasta well and toss it with the sauce. Drizzle with a little olive oil and serve in a large bowl, with the grated Parmesan cheese alongside.



MOLASSES COOKIES


For nearly two centuries (until it was replaced by refined sugar), molasses was the sweetener of choice for most American homemakers. Dark, rich, sweet, this is the comforting cookie to enjoy in front of an equally warming fireplace. The combination of aromatic spices and sweet cookie dough is traditional all over Europe during the holidays, and who knows, this cookie could have been the inspiration for the term “sugar and spice and everything nice.”


12 tablespoons (1½ sticks) unsalted butter


2 cups plus 2 tablespoons sugar


¼ cup molasses, preferably “light”


1 large egg, beaten


1¾ cups all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


½ teaspoon ground cloves


½ teaspoon ground ginger


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon baking soda


1. Melt the butter in a small saucepan over medium heat. Pour the butter into a mixing bowl, and add 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons of the sugar and the molasses. Beat with an electric mixer until smooth, 2 to 3 minutes. Allow to cool to room temperature. Then add the egg and beat on medium speed until well combined, 2 minutes.


2. Sift the flour, spices, salt, and baking soda together in another bowl. Add the flour mixture to the butter mixture and beat on low speed until just incorporated. Gather the dough into a ball, flatten it into a disk, wrap in plastic wrap, and refrigerate it for 30 minutes.


3. Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 375°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.


4. Form the dough into walnut-size balls, rolling them between the palms of your hands. Fill one small bowl with water and another with the remaining 1 cup sugar. Lightly dip half of each ball into the water and then into the sugar. Place the dough balls on the prepared baking sheets, sugar side up. Flatten them slightly with the bottom of a glass. They should be ½ inch thick.


5. Bake until the cookies are just turning golden brown at the edges, 10 to 15 minutes. Allow the cookies to cool on the baking sheets on a wire rack for 3 minutes. Then use a spatula to transfer the cookies to wire racks to cool completely.


Makes 24 cookies




A COOKIE BASKET


Consider the cookie. Most culinary histories say it was an afterthought to cake making. You made your cake and from what was left of the batter or pastry, you baked a few little cakes for the children. Some afterthought! Maybe the attraction is partly psychological. With a cake, you are committing yourself to the whole piece. With cookies, you can tell yourself that you’re just going to have one. Never mind that you don’t have a prayer of following through on that resolve. Another virtue is that there is no better way to soothe jittery nerves when rooting for your team to win the Super Bowl. Munching on a homemade cookie or brownie will ease you through the game. Psychology apart, cookies are sweet and crunchy, which are two of the finest virtues of any food. Here are cookies to please every cookie-crunching palate—and a brownie, too?






CHOCOLATE CHIP COOKIES


Here is a legend. In 1930 Ruth and Kenneth Wakefield bought an old inn on the road that runs from Boston to New Bedford. It was called the Toll House Inn and it had a reputation for scrumptious food. Ruth was quite the baker, and one day she decided to make chocolate cookies by adapting an old colonial-era butter cookie recipe. Ruth didn’t have any cocoa on hand, so she chopped up a Nestlé chocolate bar and put the bits in the dough. Rather than melting and disappearing during the baking, they held their shape. And thus was born the chocolate chip cookie, the all-time number-one favorite homemade American cookie (the Oreo is the favorite store-bought).


1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, at room temperature


1½ cups (packed) light brown sugar


6 tablespoons sugar


2 large eggs, beaten


2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract


½ teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon baking soda, dissolved in 1 teaspoon boiling water


2 cups all-purpose flour


1 cup semisweet chocolate chips


1 cup pecans, toasted (see box) and coarsely chopped


1. Position a rack in the center of the oven, and preheat the oven to 350°F. Lightly butter two or three baking sheets, or line them with parchment paper.


2. Cream the butter in a large bowl with an electric mixer until light, 4 minutes. Add both sugars and continue to beat until light and fluffy, 5 to 8 minutes. With the mixer on low speed, add the eggs and beat until creamy, about 5 minutes more.


3. Add the vanilla, salt, and dissolved baking soda, and mix on low speed to combine. Add the flour, still on low speed, scraping down the bowl once or twice. Stir in the chocolate chips and pecans.


4. Drop the dough by heaping tablespoons, 2 inches apart, on the prepared baking sheets. Bake, rotating the baking sheets as necessary for even baking, until the cookies no longer look raw in the center and are golden brown, 8 to 10 minutes. Cool the cookies on the baking sheets for 5 minutes. Then, using a spatula, transfer them to wire racks to cool completely. Store these cookies in an airtight container for up to 5 days.


Makes 24 cookies



CHOCOLATE CHUNK BROWNIES


These brownies are what you would expect from the perfect brownie in texture, taste, and size. Fill up a basket, serve with a glass of cold milk—one of those great fifties striped glasses—or mix them in with the cookies. Bake them a little fudgy!


1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter


6 ounces semisweet chocolate, coarsely chopped


2 ounces unsweetened chocolate, coarsely chopped


3 cups (packed) light brown sugar


6 large eggs, lightly beaten


1½ cups coarsely chopped bittersweet chocolate


1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract


1 tablespoon cognac


2 cups all-purpose flour


¾ teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon baking powder


¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon


1. Position a rack in the center of the oven and preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter a 17 × 12 × 1-inch sheet pan, and line the bottom with a piece of wax or parchment paper. Butter the paper and then dust the pan with flour, tapping out any excess.


2. Melt the butter in a large saucepan over low heat. Add the semisweet and unsweetened chocolate. Stir occasionally until melted. Add the brown sugar and stir to combine. Remove the pan from the heat and scrape the mixture into a large bowl. Add the eggs and mix with an electric mixer on low speed until just incorporated. Stir in the bittersweet chocolate, vanilla, and cognac.


3. Sift the flour, salt, baking powder, and cinnamon together in a large bowl. Add the flour mixture to the chocolate mixture, beating with an electric mixer on low speed until just combined.


4. Scrape the batter into the prepared sheet pan and smooth the top with a spatula. Bake until a wooden toothpick inserted into the center comes out just clean, 20 to 25 minutes. Do not overbake. Let the brownies cool completely in the pan on a wire rack. Once they have cooled, cut them into pieces. (For very cleanly cut brownies, chill them before cutting.)


Makes 24 brownies












Valentines Served with Love
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Kir Royale


Like most people, I am in love with love … and with food, so I could not conceive of love’s special day without a romantic, sensual, and exciting meal. Did St. Valentine have a Mrs. St. Valentine? The history books are unclear on this. In those days priests could marry, so I like to think that Valentine, Bishop of Terni, had someone special in his life before he was martyred in A.D. 27. In any event, he became the patron saint of lovers, and all over the world his feast day, February 14, is associated with romance. So bring on the champagne and chocolates and here’s to love!


MENU


Dinner for a Valentine’s Day celebration needs to be romantic, but need not only be for two. Invite your newly engaged daughter and her fiancé over to share in this indulgence. A Kir Royale is a beautiful blush color, so immediately we’re there. Word is that oysters are an aphrodisiac. Whether that can be proved scientifically doesn’t matter—in the right setting they are just the food for the mood. The pièce de résistance is Lobster Potpie, all pink and yummy. End the dinner as romantically as it began with heart-shaped Mini Coeurs à la Crème and Fresh Straw berry Sauce.


For the table, think pink: Find the prettiest pink plates you can—ones with decorative rims or an all-over pattern of cabbage roses or tiny flowers. Pull out the crystal or other heavy candlesticks—as ornate and dangly as possible. Use a white damask cloth and drape antique lace on top. Hit the flea markets for silver napkin rings and cranberry glass. Cut-glass wineglasses have a particularly lovely sparkly effect. Add an arrangement of sweet peas or pink carnations. Next to each plate, set a tiny nosegay of double narcissi, with their lovely, creamy fragrance, tied with pink streamers on a paper doily, because you can never be too romantic.




Valentines Served with Love


DINNER FOR FOUR


Kir Royale


Oysters with Mignonette Sauce


Lobster Potpie


A Romantic Little Salad


Mini Coeurs à la Crème


Raspberry Linzer Hearts





THE MUSIC


Frank Sinatra’s Songs for Young Lovers


Chopin Preludes


THE DRINKS


Kir Royale


Premier or Grand Cru Chablis


THE EXTRAS


Champagne flutes


Oyster forks


Individual soufflé dishes


Coeur à la crème molds


Heart-shaped cookie cutters



KIR ROYALE


The deep ruby color of the black currant syrup the French call cassis and the bubbly gold of the champagne make for as romantic a drink as ever was poured. Rubies and gold for Valentine’s Day.


4 ounces crème de cassis or raspberry syrup


4 splits (6.34 ounces each) or 1 bottle chilled champagne


8 fresh raspberries


Pour 1 ounce crème de cassis into each of four champagne flutes. Top each flute off with chilled champagne, and garnish with the raspberries.



OYSTERS WITH MIGNONETTE SAUCE


Oysters and love—why do they seem to go together? It hardly matters how they got their romantic reputation, oysters are hard to leave out of a Valentine’s menu. Mignonette sauce, with its sharp tang, is traditional with briny oysters.


½ cup sherry vinegar


¼ cup very finely chopped shallots


Freshly ground white pepper, to taste


Coarse (kosher) salt, fresh seaweed, or crushed ice, for nesting the oysters


24 assorted oysters, shucked (see Note)


2 lemons, cut in half, seeds removed


1. Combine the vinegar, shallots, and white pepper in a small bowl and set it aside.


2. Neatly spread a thick bed of coarse salt, seaweed, or crushed ice on a large pretty platter. Nest the oysters attractively on the bed (when it comes to serving oysters, presentation is most important!). Arrange the lemon halves on the platter, as well. If they don’t fit, place them in a small bowl.


3. Place the platter of oysters in the center of the table with the mignonette sauce (and lemons, if serving separately) at its side. And don’t forget the delicate oyster forks and small spoons for spooning some of the sauce on each oyster.


Note: A few favorite oysters include Pacific Kumamoto, belon, and Maine bluepoint. Have the fishmonger shuck the oysters, placing each variety in its own marked container. The shells should also be stored separately and marked. This way you will be able to reassemble them correctly for serving.




American servicemen helped spread this very American celebration in Europe right after World War II. In Japan, schoolgirls sometimes give special candies as a consolation prize to boys who don’t have a girlfriend. When those girls grow up, they are the ones who buy the chocolates for their loves.






LOBSTER POTPIE


[image: image]


As long as we’re serving the most luxurious foods of the ocean, we have to include lobster—sweet, rich, buttery tasting. Baked in a crisp crust with a creamy sauce and the same vegetables you would put in a chicken potpie, this is a sensuous variation on the traditional.


1 tablespoon unsalted butter


1 tablespoon olive oil


1 cup diced onion (¼-inch dice)


1 tablespoon minced garlic


3 tablespoons all-purpose flour


2 carrots, peeled and cut into ½-inch dice


1 cup diced peeled russet potato (½-inch dice)


1½ cups Basic Chicken Broth (page 397), or more if needed


½ cup heavy (whipping) cream


½ cup green peas, thawed if frozen


½ cup corn kernels, thawed if frozen


½ cup diced seeded plum tomatoes


3 tablespoons chopped fresh tarragon leaves


2 teaspoons finely grated orange zest


2 cups cooked lobster meat (see Note) cut into chunks


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


1 large egg


14 ounces frozen puff pastry, thawed in the refrigerator


Tarragon sprigs, for garnish


1. Melt the butter in the olive oil in a large heavy pot over low heat. Add the onion and cook, stirring, until soft, 5 minutes. Add the garlic and cook for another 3 minutes. Sprinkle with the flour, stir, and cook to form a paste, 1 minute longer.


2. Stir in the carrots, potatoes, broth, and cream. Increase the heat to medium and bring to a boil. Reduce to medium-low and simmer, partially covered, until the vegetables are tender and the sauce has thickened, 20 minutes. Add the peas, corn, tomatoes, tarragon, orange zest, and lobster. Simmer for 5 minutes to blend the flavors. If the mixture is too thick, add 2 more tablespoons broth. Season with salt and pepper and set aside.


3. Preheat the oven to 350°F.


4. Beat the egg and 1 tablespoon water together in a small bowl. Place 1½ cups of the lobster mixture in each of four individual (13.5-ounce) soufflé dishes.


5. Lay a sheet of puff pastry on a lightly floured surface and roll it out ⅛ inch thick. Cut out four rounds of puff pastry, each 2 inches larger than the diameter of the soufflé dishes. Brush the egg wash over the inside and outside rim of the soufflé dishes. Lay the pastry over the top of each dish, trim the overhang to 1 inch, and crimp the edges around the rim to form a tight seal. Cut several slits in the center of the pastry to allow the steam to escape and brush it with the remaining egg wash.


6. Place the dishes on a baking sheet and bake until the crust is golden and puffed, 40 to 45 minutes. Serve immediately, garnished with the tarragon sprigs.


Note: Generally a 1½-pound lobster will yield 1 cup of meat. For cooking instructions, see Steamed Lobsters, page 152.



A ROMANTIC LITTLE SALAD


In love and salad, a light touch often succeeds where coming on strong fails. When a romantic dinner calls for a kiss of a salad, crisp light greens and a touch of fruit is the solution, and in the middle of February there is nothing nicer than a clementine orange and mâche. Garnish the servings with delicate pink rose petals for a romantic flourish.


6 cups frisée lettuce leaves, separated, rinsed, and patted dry


2 cups (loosely packed) mâche leaves


1 cup diced peeled hothouse (seedless) cucumber (¼-inch dice)


6 clementines, peeled and segmented, membranes completely removed


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


6 tablespoons Sherry Vinaigrette (page 263) or Tangerine Vinaigrette (page 227)


1 cup small pink edible fresh rose petals (optional)


Combine the frisée, mâche, cucumber, and clementines in a large bowl and toss gently. Just before serving, season with salt and pepper and toss with the vinaigrette. Garnish with the rose petals if desired.




Mâche, also known as corn salad, is a delicate green favored by gourmet chefs of the last decade or so. It is also known as lamb’s lettuce—some say because its small leaves resemble lamb’s tongues. Others think the name stems from the lambs’ preference for this tender green while grazing in the pasture.






MINI COEURS A LA CREME


[image: image]


Literally “a little heart of cream”—surely a dessert invented by a poet and lover. In the United States, it is a traditional Valentine’s Day dessert because of its heart shape. In France, where it originated, every day is for lovers, so they just serve it when they are in the mood, which, rumor has it, is most of the time. Creamy, sweet, with what the wine tasters call “a long finish,” it is just the kind of dessert to linger over and savor.


4 ounces cottage cheese, drained (see Note)


6 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature


1½ tablespoons crumbled soft mild goat cheese, such as Montrachet (without ash)


1½ tablespoons confectioners’ sugar


½ cup heavy (whipping) cream


Fresh Strawberry Sauce (recipe follows), for serving


1. At least 1 day before serving, blend the cheeses together in a food processor until smooth. Add the confectioners’ sugar and process until smooth. With the machine running, slowly add the cream through the feed tube and process until thoroughly incorporated.


2. Place four ⅓-cup ceramic coeur molds on a large rimmed baking sheet or in a large baking pan. Line the molds with a single layer of slightly dampened cheesecloth, allowing for a 1-inch overhang.


3. Fill the molds with the cheese mixture and refrigerate until the cheese is firmly set, about 24 hours. (Discard the watery drippings.)


4. About an hour before serving, unmold the coeurs onto individual dessert plates. (This gives them time to return to room temperature.) Just before serving, spoon some Fresh Strawberry Sauce over the tops.


Note: Place the cottage cheese in a strainer and tap or press it lightly with a spoon to get rid of the excess liquid.



FRESH STRAWBERRY SAUCE


Not so long ago, fresh strawberries would have been impossible to find in February. Not so anymore. If they aren’t available in your area, however, the whole frozen berries found in bags in the supermarket make a fine sauce. Thaw the berries before getting started.


3 cups ripe strawberries


2 tablespoons sugar


1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice


Hull, then lightly rinse the berries and drain them well. Cut the berries into coarse ½-inch pieces and place them in a large bowl. Add the sugar and lemon juice and toss gently. Let rest at room temperature for 2 to 3 hours for the juices to form. Refrigerate, covered, for up to 6 hours.



RASPBERRY LINZER HEARTS


These delicate confections are ideal to serve alongside any cup of coffee or tea, and they always dazzle as a dessert. Try to find a good-quality raspberry jam for the filling. Apricot jam is lovely too—but save it for a nonred occasion.


8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, at room temperature


½ cup confectioners’ sugar, plus extra for dusting


½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract


1 cup all-purpose flour


¼ cup ground blanched almonds


1 teaspoon finely grated lemon zest


¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon


About ½ cup seedless raspberry jam


1. Lightly butter two baking sheets, or line them with parchment paper.


2. Cream the butter with the confectioners’ sugar and vanilla in a bowl with an electric mixer on medium speed until the mixture is light and fluffy, about 2 minutes.


3. Place the flour, almonds, and lemon zest in a food processor and process until completely smooth. Add this to the butter mixture along with the cinnamon and mix on low speed until just combined.


4. Form the dough into a ½-inch-thick disk on a piece of plastic wrap, wrap it well, and chill for 1 hour.


5. Place the dough between two pieces of floured wax or parchment paper and roll it out to ⅛ inch thick. Using a 3½-inch heart-shaped cookie cutter, cut out 20 hearts. Use a smaller, 1¾-inch heart-shaped cutter to cut out the center of 10 of the cookies.


6. Using a spatula, gently transfer the cookies to the prepared baking sheets, spacing them about ½ inch apart. Refrigerate the cookies for 30 minutes.


7. Meanwhile, position a rack in the center of the oven, and preheat the oven to 325°F.


8. Bake the cookies, rotating the baking sheets to ensure even baking, until they are just turning golden brown, 15 to 20 minutes.


9. Let the cookies cool on the sheets for about 5 minutes, then transfer them to a wire rack to cool completely.


10. Melt the raspberry jam in a small saucepan over low heat. Spread the jam evenly over the top of the 10 whole hearts. Cover them with the cookies with the cut-out centers, bottom (flat) side up, to make a sandwich. Liberally sift confectioners’ sugar over the cookies. Store, flat, covered with plastic wrap, for up to 2 days.


Makes 10 cookies














St. Patrick’s Day Feast
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Irish Coffee


Surprisingly—or maybe not so surprisingly—St. Patrick’s Day is a bigger deal in the United States than it is in Ireland. True, the evangelizing monk is the patron saint of the Emerald Isle, but it was in America that Irish immigrants made March 17 a day of celebration, as a show of national pride. According to historians, the tradition was first observed in 1737 by the Charitable Irish Society of Boston.


In my hometown, New York City, St. Patrick’s Day is marked by a huge parade on Fifth Avenue, and all of Manhattan—the streets, the restaurants, the subways and buses—is a sea of green. Everyone, it seems, is Irish for the day, and a celebratory gathering is appreciated even by those only temporarily touched by a leprechaun.


MENU


In New York, St. Patrick’s Day also often marks the opening of flounder season. Fishermen and -women look forward to reeling up a glistening fresh one from our beautiful coastal waters. So it seems only natural to include a flounder on the menu. The soothing Potato Leek Soup is welcome, especially if the day has a chill to it and appetites are running hearty. Corned beef and cabbage—so traditional—is a must. Pistachio ice cream and oatmeal cookies (made with Irish oatmeal, of course) offer a tasty, not-too-heavy ending.


The color scheme is easy—St. Patrick’s Day means green. But there’s no need to rush out and buy green plates, or to resort to the local party store’s selection. Use whatever china you have, and maybe a tablecloth with green accents. Of course white Irish linen would be very elegant. Because beer is the drink of choice with this menu, set out cut-glass tumblers or hefty stemmed goblets.


For floral decorations, try young lush spring grasses potted in small clay pots or wooden boxes. Look, too, for the delicate pots of shamrocks that are often sold in flower shops around St. Patrick’s Day. Choose what suits your room—formal or informal—or just mix them all up.


For a cheerful final touch, serve bowls of green candy-coated after-dinner mints with the coffee.




St. Patrick’s Day Feast


DINNER FOR EIGHT


Potato Leek Soup


Lemon-Mustard Broiled Flounder


Corned Beef and Cabbage with Horseradish Cream and Cumberland Sauce


A Bouquet of Root Vegetables


Irish Soda Bread Rolls


Pistachio Ice-Cream Sundae with Silky Chocolate Sauce


Little Oatmeal Cookies


Irish Coffee





THE MUSIC


Van Morrison


The Chieftains


James Galway


THE DRINKS


Harp Lager


Harpoon Hibernian Style Ale


Killian’s Irish Red


Irish Coffee


THE EXTRAS


Irish coffee mugs or glasses


Ice-cream maker



POTATO LEEK SOUP


Served cold, creamy, smooth potato and leek soup is known as vichyssoise, which would lead you to think that the recipe is French. It is, sort of. The basic soup—potato and leek—is well loved in the French countryside, but French chef Louis Diat didn’t swirl cream into it until 1917, when he was in New York, working at the Ritz Hotel. Diat created vichyssoise for the party that celebrated the first issue of Vanity Fair magazine.


Once the potatoes are sliced, keep them submerged in cold water until you add them to the pan, so they don’t discolor. This soup is rich, so small portions are recommended. The green accent of chives gives the soup its St. Paddy’s Day feel.


4 leeks


2 tablespoons distilled white vinegar


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 onions, halved and thinly sliced


2 large cloves garlic, chopped


4 russet potatoes (about 8 ounces each), peeled and thinly sliced


5 cups Basic Chicken Broth (page 397)


2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


Salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste


2½ cups heavy (whipping) cream


2 cups whole milk


¼ cup snipped fresh chives, for garnish


Chive blossoms, if available, for garnish


1. Trim the roots and tough outer leaves from the leeks and discard them. Trim the remaining leaves to about 2 inches. Cut the leeks in half lengthwise. Stir the vinegar into a large bowl of water, add the leeks, and soak for 30 minutes. Then rinse, drain, and dice the leeks.


2. Melt the butter in the olive oil in a large heavy pot over low heat. Add the leeks, onions, and garlic and cook, stirring occasionally, until well softened, 15 minutes.


3. Add the potatoes, broth, and lemon juice. Raise the heat to medium-high and bring to a boil. Then reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer, partially covered, until the potatoes are tender, 40 minutes. Season with salt and pepper and allow to cool slightly.


4. Puree the soup, in batches, in a blender, leaving a bit of texture. Transfer the pureed soup to a clean pot and stir in the cream and milk. Season to taste. If serving the soup hot, reheat it very slowly over low heat; do not boil. If serving it cold, chill it well. Serve the soup garnished with chives and chive blossoms, if available.




Legend has it that Patrick, who was originally called Maewyn, preached to the accompaniment of spirited drumming. The combination of his fiery sermons and the loud drumming is said to have frightened every last serpent out of Ireland.






LEMON-MUSTARD BROILED FLOUNDER


Whether you catch it or buy it, flounder and all other white-fleshed flatfishes (halibut, fluke, and sole, for example) are almost magically transformed when broiled with a flavored butter. Here the butter has a browned nuttiness that combines with lemon zest, mustard, and garlic to make for a delicate dish with forceful flavor.
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