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Introduction

IT WAS TEN MINUTES BEFORE GUESTS WERE TO ARRIVE and I was frantically digging for little glass bowls to place nuts on various tables, just as my mother had taught me. “It’s not cocktail hour without a bowl of nuts,” she would say. With appetizers in the oven and dinner simmering on the stove, I gave up the search and instead poured the way-too-large bags of almonds, cashews, and peanuts I’d bought into three rustic salad bowls and stuck them, along with an even bigger bowl of olives, on the entry table next to candles and a flower arrangement.


I can’t recall what I served for dinner that night, but what I do remember is the number of compliments I got on the “beautiful buﬀet of nuts and olives.” Really? That’s what impressed my friends?


That was the last time I cooked a formal meal for a crowd, but also when I fell in love with entertaining. The truth is, you don’t have to be a culinary genius to throw a good party. In fact, you don’t have to know how to cook at all. By merely presenting food and drinks in an inventive, beautiful, or whimsical way, you can turn the ordinary into the extraordinary.


As a corporate communications professional, writer, and single mom, this revelation changed my entertaining game for good. My mantra became “Keep it simple but make it memorable.”


I started focusing on how to display food rather than prepare it, amassing a collection of wooden boards and bowls, along with unusual objects like a framed mirror or rustic step stool. I searched for anything on which to uniquely present uncomplicated, store-bought ingredients like wedges of artisanal cheeses, swaths of salty charcuterie meats, bounteous baskets of breads, and, of course, big bowls of nuts and olives.


One of my more unconventional finds is an antique shirtsleeve ironing board, long and thin and perfect for a row of crackers or salami. And there’s the primitive wooden tool caddy that I use to hold candles, flowers, or jars of nuts and olives. Even an old tackle box can find new life as a playful way to serve snacks.


Before long, my friends and family came to expect an inventive spread for any get-together, from book clubs to holiday parties. And when cooking was compulsory, like for Thanksgiving, my only other job was to make the table look pretty. “I can do that,” I would say. “That’s easy.”


And thus, the concept of EZPZ Gatherings was born.


As my daughters, Lydia and Edie, grew older I started asking myself what the next chapter in my life might look like. I’d been freelance writing about food and restaurants for years, but wanted to get my hands dirty, to create and build something. Not intent on oﬀering full-service catering, I had what back then was a novel idea: a cheese and charcuterie service that focuses solely on creating “Gathering Boards”—impressive appetizer spreads for gatherings of all sizes.


Today, I run EZPZ Gatherings out of a sunny storefront just blocks from my home in Aspinwall, a quaint suburb of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. It’s both a commercial kitchen and a space for customers to join my “Boarding School” workshops to learn the art of cheese and charcuterie styling. In this book, I’ll teach you those skills, and a whole lot more.


Here you’ll get not only the tricks of the cheese-and-charcuterie styling trade, but also presentation concepts, festive drink pairings, and décor inspiration for every season. Gathering Boards is not your typical cookbook, nor is it filled with hard-to-find ingredients and precise measurements. Think of it as a collection of inspiring images and easy-to-follow ideas that can be mixed, matched, and made your own. This is your year-round guide for simple yet memorable gatherings.


Cheers!


Sarah
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How to Get the Most Out of Gathering Boards

GATHERING BOARDS ISN’T A TYPICAL COOKBOOK filled with recipes using hard-to-find ingredients or precise measurements. Instead, think of it as a collection of inspiring images and easy-to-follow ideas that can be mixed, matched, and made your own.


In the first section, you’ll find what you need to get started making your own impressive spreads. It’s chock-full of information on how to choose your cheeses, meats, and other ingredients and how to create balance on your boards. You’ll learn about choosing a platter and other utensils, as well as tips on prepping, arranging, and storing your ingredients.


The next four sections make up a year-round guide for simple yet memorable entertaining. For each season, you’ll find an array of boards fit for specific celebrations, along with my own stories that inspired them. You’ll not only learn how to create your own version of these special boards, but also discover the tricks of the cheese and charcuterie trade, with food-styling tips that will wow even the most discerning of your foodie friends. Beyond the food, I share loads of additional entertaining tips like drink pairings and uncomplicated DIY décor projects to make your gatherings memorable.


In addition to appetizer boards styled for specific holidays and occasions, you will also discover spreads designed for everyday use—like easy meals and fun desserts that, when thoughtfully displayed on a large board or platter, seem to magically bring everyone to the table.


Throughout this book, quantities and ingredients are unspecific by design, meant to inspire but also encourage you to experiment with your own combinations and components. Yet, though this book is more about arranging food than cooking it, the final section is a collection of some of my go-to recipes—those that are mentioned in stories about my family and friends, that hold special memories.







Board Basics


“EVERYTHING IS BETTER ON A BOARD.” I coined this adage long before making a career of it. My two girls would come home from grade school ravenous, toss open the pantry, and complain, “We have nothing to eat,” before grabbing whatever snacks they could get their hands on, leaving a stream of crumbs in their wakes. At some point I wised up and would set out a tray of pretzels and hummus, or cheese and crackers, or a bowl loaded up with fruit. “Wow, you got new snacks!” they’d exclaim, despite it being the exact same food they’d just turned their nose up to.

This idea that everything tastes better if it’s displayed on a platter or board holds true for kids and adults alike. I guess it’s the same reason buﬀets are so popular—people like to see their options and make their own choices. Plus, there’s nothing like the “make your own” component that gets guests excited about the food you’re serving. Over the years, I’ve done them all: taco boards and hot dog boards for dinner, pancake boards and bagel boards for breakfast, sandwich boards and salad boards for lunch.

My favorite, of course, are appetizer boards, and specifically meats and cheeses. I veer oﬀ the traditional path to include some spin-oﬀs in the shop, at home, and in this book, but my first love will always be a bountiful board filled with cheese and charcuterie.









Choosing Your Cheese

I LIVED IN SWITZERLAND FOR A YEAR and spent a lot of time wandering into local Käserei, tasting Swiss Gruyères, Emmentals, and local mountain Käse. I also had more than my fair share of fondue and raclette, two cheesy dishes for which the country is known. But it wasn’t until I moved back home to Pittsburgh that I truly fell in love with cheese.

On any given weekend, just about every foodie, home cook, and chef makes a Saturday morning pilgrimage to the city’s Strip District—a historic shopping district lined with meat and fish markets, ethnic grocers, produce stands, and an assortment of sidewalk vendors. My first stop is always the cheese counter at Pennsylvania Macaroni Company, or “Penn Mac” to locals.
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Depending on the timing, the line could be fifty people deep, but it’s always worth the wait—especially if your number was called by the beloved cheese monger aﬀectionately known as Dear Heart. “What d’ya need, dear heart?” she’d holler from behind the counter, always friendly yet efficient. I’d tell her I’m doing a cheese board for ten, and within seconds I’d be tasting a chunk of salty Parmigiano Reggiano or a sliver of nutty aged Gouda. “OK, dear heart, so you’ll need three cheeses,” she’d insist, handing me a shmear of tangy Maytag blue. “Let’s make sure you have a variety of taste and texture. Oh, and this one will add some nice color,” she’d say, sliding a bright orange chard of aged cheddar across the counter.

I never turned down her suggestions, and not once was I disappointed with the combinations she created for me and my guests. She has long since retired, but I still hear her voice in my head every time I’m standing at the cheese counter.

Cheese classifications abound and can be studied at length. Here are the most common ways cheese makers, mongers, and aficionados categorize it.


Classification by Texture

A cheese’s texture, which ranges from soft to hard, is determined by its firmness. Simply put, the lower the moisture content, the firmer the cheese. Every cheese falls into one of four categories: hard, semi-hard, soft, and fresh.





	
	CHARACTERISTICS
	EXAMPLES





	HARD
	Crumbly, easy to grate, gritty
	Parmesan, Romano



	SEMI-HARD
	Smooth, easy to slice or shred
	Cheddar, Swiss, Manchego



	SOFT
	Creamy, spreadable
	Camembert, Brie



	FRESH
	Soft, stretchy, grainy, or crumbly
	Cottage, ricotta











Classification by Covering

Cheeses can also be diﬀerentiated by their covering, or type or rind. Cloth, bark, and, most commonly, wax might be wrapped around cheese to preserve it, but you should avoid eating those. Three other types of rinds form organically and are meant to be eaten for their flavor and texture. Some spreadable and fresh cheeses don’t have rinds at all. Every cheese falls into one of six categories: waxed, bloomy, natural, washed, blue, and fresh.





	
	PROCESS
	CHARACTERISTICS
	EXAMPLES





	WAXED
	Pressed cheeses dipped and sealed in wax before aging
	Range from semi-hard and meltable to dense and crumbly
	Gouda, Edam



	BLOOMY
	Mold added to milk or sprayed on before aging
	Funky, tangy, or mild; soft or semi-soft
	Brie, Camembert



	NATURAL
	No covering, little intervention during aging process
	Rustic exterior, earthy cave-like flavor
	Cheddar, Parmesan, Manchego



	WASHED
	Bathed, rubbed, or sprayed with brine or alcohol continuously as it ripens
	Orange or reddish hue, so-called “stinky” cheeses
	Muenster, feta



	BLUE
	Cultured with bacteria that is sprayed before aging
	Blue/green veins, pungent, salty
	Stilton, Roquefort, Gorgonzola



	FRESH
	Unripened, un-aged, made from fresh curds
	High water content; grainy, stretchy, or creamy
	Cottage, ricotta, mozzarella











Classification by Animal Source

Milk is the main ingredient of any cheese, so the animal from which it comes impacts its flavor and texture. The animal’s breed, geographical location, and diet aﬀect the levels of water, lactose, lipids, and proteins found in cheese. The most popular cheeses fall into four categories: cow, goat, sheep, and buﬀalo.





	
	CHARACTERISTICS
	EXAMPLES





	COW
	Most commonly used dairy, relatively high-fat content, neutral and mild flavors
	Cheddar, Swiss, Parmesan, Gouda, Camembert



	GOAT
	Higher in fat and minerals, less lactose, softer, tangy flavor
	Chèvre, Humboldt Fog



	SHEEP
	Higher in fat than goat or cow, grassy and nutty flavors
	Manchego, Roquefort, pecorino



	BUFFALO
	High fat content, smooth and white, sweet and acidic flavors
	Buffalo mozzarella, burrata, stracciatella










The Bottom Line

Cheese and its various classifications can be overwhelming and stressful, especially when you get to the front of the line at the cheese counter and still don’t know what to order. Armed with all this information, you might be tempted to come home with a dozen packages of cheese! Once you’ve gotten the gist, you’ll find some favorites and should be able to limit your choices to three to five to create a cheese board with just the right balance of what I consider to be the three most important characteristics:
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