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Introduction

I love food.

I’m pretty sure you love food too, which is why you bought this book.

There’s so much to love about good food—flavor, taste, fuel, and nourishment—that are important elements of our daily lives. But one of my favorite things is the social aspect surrounding it; sharing great meals with family and friends, and how even the simplest of meals can be about gathering and bringing people together.

It’s the homemade lemon birthday cake my grandmother, Baba, would make for me every year to celebrate another milestone (sometimes, going to great lengths of traveling with her cake stand cradled in her lap on DC’s Metro to make sure it was safely delivered to the suburbs). It’s rolling out Grandma Vera’s sugar cookies and pressing Norwegian sandbakkels into tins with my mom while Nat King Cole or Bing Crosby croons holiday favorites in the background. (We even packed our sandbakkel tins and rolling pin in our suitcases the year our family spent Christmas in Hawaii!) It’s my sister, mom, aunt, and me churning out one hundred mini cherry and pecan pies three days before Katie’s wedding, chatting and laughing around Mom’s kitchen table while we mixed up pie filling and layered tiny lattice pie crusts. A lot of my favorite memories (I have some savory memories too, but all those that stick out in my mind are sweet) feature food, and my family and friends gathered around a table, talking, laughing, and eating.

My husband, AJ, and I are now creating memories around our own kitchen table. We love having our friends and family over for everything from the holidays (this will be our fourth year hosting our family for Thanksgiving) to something more low-key like game night or watching a football game on TV. But I hate all the hubbub that comes with hosting: the prep, the cleanup, and the fact that the host inevitably ends up stuck in the kitchen rather than having fun and spending time with their guests. So, when it comes to hosting, I like to make it as hassle-free as possible.

For a long time, I was intimidated and overwhelmed by in-home entertaining. When it came to feeding guests, it was hard for me to achieve a balance between frantically getting stuck and stressed in the kitchen and just mailing it in by opening a bag of chips, popping a jar of salsa, and calling it a day. It wasn’t until I learned to balance what I could make from scratch, what I could rely on from the store, plus a healthy dose of timing and what I’m going to call “artful arranging” (making things look nice and delicious and appealing on a plate or platter) that I gained confidence when it came to entertaining.

So, what is that perfect balance? I like to call it “easy entertaining.” Making delicious and beautiful spreads for your guests doesn’t have to be daunting, difficult, or time-consuming. By making a few easy-to-follow, uncomplicated recipes ahead of time, and then mixing those things with a few high-quality, store-bought snacks and ingredients, you can create a stunning spread that both your guests, and you, can enjoy. Because after all, your guests are in your home to, guess what, spend time with you. The delicious food is an added bonus!

Stunning Spreads features seventy-five of my favorite recipes for easy entertaining. These approachable recipes covering everything from cheese and snack boards, to fondues, dips, snacks, appetizers, and cocktails are ones I make in my own kitchen all the time when we invite people over. All of these recipes can be easily prepped and cooked ahead of time, so when guests arrive, the focus can be on them instead of the food. And, most importantly, the host isn’t chained to the kitchen.

What I really wanted to do with this book was to show you that entertaining doesn’t have to be intimidating or overwhelming, and to give you the confidence to create delicious food for your family and friends. I want to help you create those same fond food memories with people gathered around your table talking, laughing, and eating food that you prepared and made for them with love.

Here’s to new savory and sweet food memories for you and your loved ones,

Chrissie
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Chapter 1

Cheese, Charcuterie & Snack Board Basics

Cheese, charcuterie, and snack boards are one of my favorite ways to feed and impress my guests. They are well-suited for basically any occasion from a quiet date night at home, book club or girls’ night in, to a dinner party or big holiday bash because they are versatile, customizable, colorful, and can cater to a wide variety of people’s tastes all on one plate. Plus, they are really easy and often quick to make. (We’re talking putting it all together in less than twenty minutes easy.)

This chapter covers everything when it comes to composing a beautifully crafted and delicious cheese, charcuterie, or snack board: what type of boards and platters to use, what other serving ware or utensils you need, what kind of cheese and other foods to serve and how much you need, and how to put it all together to make it look beautiful and appetizing. Use these tips and tricks to help you make a well-rounded, stunning spread for your guests.

What kind of boards or surfaces should I use?

You know you need something to put your cheeses and other board components on . . . but you don’t own a “cheese board.” That’s okay! You probably own something totally acceptable to build a platter or board on because any flat surface will do! Platters and boards come in a lot of different shapes, sizes, and materials. Any size, as large as a serving platter, or small as a dinner plate, is perfect to build a platter or board. Any shape, rectangular, square, round, oval, or more out of the box, like your favorite animal or home state, is perfect to build a platter or a board. Any material, wood, marble, slate, metal, glass, plastic, or ceramic is perfect to build a platter or board. This could be anything from a wooden or slate cheese board, to a marble platter, or even a baking sheet pan or muffin tin. That glass platter you were gifted for your wedding eight years ago that’s buried in the back of a closet somewhere? Dig it out and build a board on it. Have a big countertop or tabletop? Lay down some butcher paper and build a board for a crowd . . . it will make for easy cleanup later!

What other serving ware or utensils do I need for easy entertaining and to make the boards and other recipes featured in this book?

When it comes to making cheese and snack boards, I always like to have a variety of different containers on hand, like small bowls, jars, dishes, and cups. Small containers are perfect for separating different components of a platter or board as well as holding the liquid ingredients of a board (like honey, preserves, sauces, dips, or olives) so they don’t run all over the board and into the other ingredients.

While you could use regular knives or utensils, I recommend investing in a set of cheese knives. They are pretty affordable, usually have unique and pretty details that add to the look of a platter or board, and also give you a practical serving tool for each piece of cheese to prevent too much flavor mixing. You’ll also want serving utensils like spoons and tongs for other board ingredients, as well as utensils that will help your guests eat, like forks, toothpicks, or skewers.

This book features both savory and sweet fondues (there’s a whole fondue), and that’s because I think fondue can be a really fun way to serve a meal to any size group and can be either the central focus or a unique component of a platter or board. In order to keep fondue warm for your guests to enjoy over a few hours as they dip and chat, and then chat and dip some more, consider using a fondue pot with a candle or gas element or a small or medium sized slow cooker. Both are designed to give off gradual heat and keep cheese and chocolate fondue warm.

Speaking of fondue, the quickest and easiest way I’ve found to make fondue is on the stove in a double boiler and then transferring it to a fondue pot or slow cooker for serving. This prevents fondues and warm dips from breaking or separating. You can create a makeshift double boiler with a saucepan and a heatproof mixing bowl, or buy one at the store. Another tool I love for dips, sauces, and fondues is an immersion blender. This tool will save you time by blending your dips, sauces, and fondues right in the pot you cooked them in rather than having to transfer them back and forth to a blender or food processor.

Last, we always stock our home bar with a cocktail shaker and a cocktail muddler. Sure, a wooden spoon or spatula will get the job done when it comes to mixing fruit and other cocktail ingredients, but a muddler is inexpensive and specifically designed to muddle or mash fruits, herbs, and spices at the bottom of the glass to release their flavors.

What kind of cheese should I put on my cheese board?

For a cheese lover like me, narrowing down what kind of cheese to use is the hardest part of building a cheese board. My goal every time I build a cheese platter or board is to feature a variety. What kind of variety? Well, cheeses can widely vary when it comes to color, texture, flavor, aroma, taste, style, and even type of milk, so pick ones that embody different characteristics and stand out from the others on your board so you can give your guests plenty of different options.

Texture: soft, spreadable, semi-soft, soft ripened, drippy, hard, creamy, crumbly

Flavor: fresh, aged, blue, flavor added, milky, strong, goat, stinky, funky, salty, spicy, sweet, nutty, sharp, briny, buttery

Color: orange, white, blue, golden, cream, cloudy, yellow

Aroma: milky, mild, moldy, pungent, stinky, earthy, nutty, fruity

Type of milk: cow, sheep, goat, water buffalo


Some of my favorite cheeses to feature on a cheese board: goat cheese, chèvre, feta, ricotta, Stilton, Gorgonzola, Roquefort, Brie, Camembert, muenster, Gouda, cheddar, Monterey or pepper jack, Gruyère, burrata, mozzarella, and Manchego.

It’s always good to include one or two more approachable cheeses on a cheese platter or board. Cheeses like cheddar, Swiss, Gouda, or even Brie are more well-known and can cater to the less adventurous eaters in your group. Just because they are more familiar or approachable doesn’t mean they aren’t delicious! And just because it’s recommended that you serve a variety of cheeses, it doesn’t mean that you have to! Try building a board surrounding one cheese type, like the Ultimate Cheddar Board, or UnBrielievable Board, one texture, or even one or a few colors, like the Red, White & Blue Board.

How much cheese should I serve?

For an appetizer board, include about one to two ounces of cheese per person. For a more filling board or main course, feature about three to four ounces of cheese per person.

Include anywhere from three to five types on cheese on a board to give guests a wide variety of options and to showcase different textures, flavors, and colors. For a crowd, you could use up to seven different cheeses, but I find three to five to be the sweet spot.

Do I have to buy expensive cheese?

No! The key to a great cheese board is including a variety of tasty cheeses and ingredients. Delicious, quality cheese doesn’t have to be expensive and there are a few ways you can make a cheese board more budget friendly: compare prices at a variety of grocery stores before purchasing; buy cheese or other ingredients that are on sale; or even consider making a less expansive platter or board with a lesser variety of ingredients like two kinds of cheeses, one kind of meat, one type of fruit, and one variety of nuts or crunch.

What else should be on a cheese board?

While cheese is the star of the show on a cheese board, you also need plenty of supporting actors or accompanying bites to round out your cheese board: like meats, fruits, vegetables, breads and crackers, nuts, and other condiments. Similar to choosing cheese, you want an assortment of cheese-pairing foods that showcase different textures (soft and crunchy), flavors (sweet and salty), and colors that both complement and contrast the cheeses you’re serving.

Meat: The principles of choosing cheese are the same for meat; you want a variety of flavors, colors, and textures. Choose two to three different types of meat. Some of the varieties I like to include on cheese boards are: prosciutto, salami, peppered or herb-crusted salami, chorizo, ham, turkey, sausage, or bacon. If you’re a vegetarian, don’t fear! You don’t need meat to make a good cheese board. There are a lot of yummy alternatives to meat that you can include like roasted chickpeas, caramelized onions, artichokes, hummus, or other dips.


Breads/crackers/carbs: Carbs in any form are perfect for smearing, dipping, and piling high with cheese, meat, honey, preserves, or other goodies you have on your cheese board. Serve breads, crackers, crisps, pretzels, crostini, or bread sticks that have a neutral flavor, so they don’t overpower or compete with the flavor of the cheese or other condiments.

Fruits/vegetables: I always love to include what I call a fresh element on my cheese boards, which usually comes in the form of a fruit or vegetable (or both). Produce can round out your cheese board, so pick fruits and vegetables that are in season and pair and balance with the flavors of the cheese on your board.

Condiments/dips/spreads: Things like honey, jams, preserves, olives, mustards, hummus, tape-nades, and salsas can really bring out the flavors of the cheeses and other ingredients on your board. There are several recipes for homemade dips, condiments, and spreads in this book including Fresh Basil Pesto, Bourbon Apple Butter, Marinated Olives, Whipped Ricotta, and more. Pair the flavors of your featured cheeses and fruit and vegetable components with homemade condiments and spreads or your favorite store-bought ones.

Nuts: Nuts add a great texture and final touch to a board; I love using them not only to add some crunch but also to fill in blank or empty spaces around the platter or board. My favorite nuts to use include walnuts, pecans, almonds, marcona almonds, pistachios, cashews, hazelnuts, pumpkin seeds, or peanuts. You could even use white or dark chocolate for crunch and a little sweet component.

Garnish: Fresh herbs add a wonderful aroma and pop of color to any cheese, charcuterie, or snack board. Think about using herbs like rosemary, basil, thyme, sage, or dill, or even edible flowers, depending on the season.

How much of everything else should I serve?

For an appetizer board, include one to two ounces of meat, three to six pieces of fruits and vegetables, one to two condiments, and one to two tablespoons of nuts or crunch per person. For a more filling board or main course, include three to four ounces of meat, five to ten pieces of fruit or vegetables, and three to four tablespoons of nuts or crunch per person.

Does a platter or board have to focus on cheese?

No! In fact, not every platter or board you make needs to include cheese. Plenty of boards in this book focus on or showcase ingredients other than cheese like the Summer Grilled Fruit & Veggie Board, Elevate your Tailgate Board, Colorful Crudités Platter, Brunch Board, Fruit Platter, and Build-Your-Own Bloody Mary Board. When conceptualizing and creating a board, think about the focus of your board, whether it be on a theme or one or two essential items. Then, build your board in order to showcase those items or that theme.


How do I arrange a platter or board to make it look nice?

Let’s compose a board step-by-step so you can see how I build and arrange a cheese or snack board. These step-by-step photos feature the Flavors of Fall Board.

[image: image]

I start arranging my board with the items that take up the most room, which is most often small bowls or dishes that hold snacks, jams, and jellies.

[image: image]

Then, I place the cheese, spreading it out into different areas of the board so the flavors don’t mix and there is space to put other elements near each piece of cheese.

[image: image]

Next I move on to the meat, fanning and grouping it in different places across the board.

[image: image]

I then add any fruits, vegetables, or other snacks I’m going to feature. I finish up a board by filling in any blank spots with nuts and garnish.

[image: image]

As I’m building my board, I make sure to place complementary flavors near each other.


Other serving suggestions

• Serve cheese at room temperature. Take cheese out of the fridge thirty minutes to one hour before serving and allow them to come to room temperature. (I love to build a cheese board and put on the final touches about an hour before my guests arrive and then just leave them out for serving.) Serving cheese at room temperature showcases cheese’s best flavors, textures, and aromas, and the cheese will taste more complex, nuanced, and delicious.

• Tell guests to sample the cheese from mild to strongest or most pungent.

• Encourage guests to create the perfect bite by combining different elements of the board.

• Use a separate cheese knife for each cheese so the flavors are kept distinct and aren’t mingling.

• People like to know what they will be tasting before taking a bite, so label each cheese to let your guests know about their different choices.

• Cut some of the cheese in advance and then arrange it on your board. Pre-cutting or slicing some of the cheese will keep your board or platter tidier by making it easier for your guests to dig right in and enjoy the board without having to cut anything, and giving them an example of how each type of cheese should be sliced. Pre-cut each type or variety of cheese in a different way on the board whether in wedges, slices, strips, cubes, chunks, or crumbles.

• If you are including a certain ingredient (like a vegetable, fruit, jam, or other spread) because it pairs well with a specific cheese, place the two items next to each other to visually show people they are meant to be eaten together.

• Offer a variety of savory and sweet ingredients on a board; both will bring out the flavor of the cheese in different ways.
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Chapter 2

Boards & Platters

Cheese, charcuterie, and snack boards are the epitome of easy entertaining. By doing some prep work up front, you can have a gorgeous, colorful, and delicious display of different flavors and ingredients for your guests. Beyond boards and platters being total tablescape showstoppers, what I love about them is they take serving at a party or gathering out of the equation because guests can just help themselves.

A board or platter is perfect for any season, like the Summer Grilled Fruit & Veggie Board and the Winter Cheese Board, or any occasion, like the Brunch Board or Elevate Your Tailgate Board. Some don’t even need a special reason or season to be made. We love snacking on the UnBrielievable Board for an easy dinner at home, making a Dessert Board when we have a sweet tooth craving, or putting out a Sweet & Salty Snack Board when we host a few friends for game night or book club or to just come over and hang out.
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