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Weeknight Entertaining

Salad Buffet

Weeknight Entertaining is a topic dear to my heart. Everyone is so busy these days, yet we all want to see family and friends. Spending time relaxing and having fun is important for your emotional and physical well-being too! 

Long ago, parties were planned weeks in advance, with invitations sent and elaborate menus planned. Shopping and cooking and cleaning took days; it was tons of work for the hostess. Except for very special occasions like weddings or surprise birthday parties, those days are long gone. 
Entertaining during the week is surprisingly easy and a lot of fun. Your guests will love coming to your home after work, relaxing, eating wonderful food and drinking great wine, listening to music, and talking and laughing.

These gatherings just take a little thought and planning. Your main goal is comfort: for your guests and for yourself. Consider your comfort level when thinking about the menu and the food you will prepare, where you want to gather, how many guests you'll invite, and the type of gathering. It's important to have everything well thought out, for a relaxed host or hostess means relaxed and happy guests!

With summer finally here, it's time to enjoy eating outside again. One of the best things about dining al fresco is you don't have to clean your entire house. (My husband calls my need to have everything perfect "clean cave syndrome" - records of this 'disease' apparently date back to the Stone Age.) Just close lots of doors and clear the way to your bathroom (which should be spotless). Light candles on your deck, porch or patio, have music playing softly in the background and set your table with dishes, flatware and glassware that you love. Flowers on the table are a nice touch but not necessary. If your garden is blooming beautifully, by all means use your favorites in a pretty low vase or container.

I rely on cold salads during the hot months. They taste wonderful, are better if made ahead, and last for several days. They are also a wonderful way to highlight fresh fruits, vegetables and herbs from your garden or the farmer's market. Keep in mind that the following recipe suggestions are totally versatile. Add or subtract meats, fruits or veggies to your taste, change the dressing or seasoning, add or subtract cheeses and herbs. Substitute shrimp, use pork instead of chicken, use different types of pasta, or add asparagus or peppers. You can also leave the meat out entirely for vegetarian versions. The salads are so flavorful I promise you no one will miss the meat!

Lots of pasta salad recipes tell you to rinse the pasta with cold water so it's cool before adding the dressing. I rinse very briefly, for only a few seconds, and then add the dressing. The warm pasta absorbs the dressing this way and the finished results are much more flavorful; just make sure to make extra dressing if you’re preparing your salads in advance. They may get a little dry while sitting in the fridge. Stir the salad after about 30 minutes in the refrigerator, and let it meld and blend until it's time to eat. I also always thin mayonnaise with milk for the dressings. It blends much more smoothly with the pasta or potatoes and the end result is creamy and silky. And with everyone watching fat grams, try blending low fat or no fat mayo with the real thing. No one will be able to taste the difference, and you save quite a few calories. Finally, remember to be creative and enjoy yourself!


All you need to add to this buffet is some wonderful chewy bakery bread, and try an ice cream pie for dessert. Sometimes I’ll add skewers of meat and shrimp, grilled, of course! Mix and match the following recipe suggestions and you're well on your way to an easy and elegant weeknight dinner party!
MENU (choose approx. 5)
Chinese cabbage Salad

Panzanella (Italian Bread Salad)

Summer Broccoli Salad

Greens with Pears and Walnuts

Roasted Red Pepper and Shitake Mushroom Salad

Sliced Tomato and Feta Salad

Ramen Noodle Salad

“Baby Greens” with Balsamic Bleu Cheese Dressing and Spicy Pecans

Grandma’s Sicilian Style Potato Salad

Sesame Chicken and Veggie Salad

“Gazpacho” Salad

Minted Fruit Salad

Summer Slaw

SUGGESTED WINE

Guntrum Riesling 2002 goes well with most all salads. Enjoy!
Gazpacho Salad

2
medium tomatoes -- chopped

1          cucumber -- peeled, seeded and chopped

1          yellow bell pepper -- chopped

½         cup Vidalia onion -- chopped

2          corn on cob, whole -- grilled and cut off of the ears

3          tablespoons olive oil

2          tablespoons lime juice

2          cloves garlic -- minced

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

1          teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

3          dashes hot pepper sauce

            Homemade Croutons

Combine tomatoes, cucumber, pepper, onion and corn in a bowl.

Whisk together oil, lime juice, garlic, salt, pepper, Worcestershire and hot sauce. Pour dressing over vegetables. Allow to rest 30 minutes or up to 2 hours to blend flavors. Allow guests to top with croutons.

Serving Ideas: Serve on a bed of mixed lettuces, if desired.

NOTES: Maui or Bermuda onion may be substituted for Vidalia.

Red wine vinegar may be substituted for fresh lime juice, if desired.

Chinese cabbage Salad

½
cup oil

¼         cup sugar

1          tablespoon soy sauce

¼         cup wine vinegar

2          packages ramen noodles -- crushed

½         cup sesame seeds

½         cup almonds -- slivered

1          head Chinese cabbage -- shredded

4          green onion -- diced

½         cup pea pods -- diced

Mix together oil, sugar, soy and vinegar. Chill.

Spread ramen noodles, sesame seeds and almonds on a baking sheet and bake at 350 until golden brown. Stir occasionally and watch carefully so as not to burn. Cool.

Toss together cabbage, onions, and pea pods. Add ramen noodle mixture and toss with dressing just before serving.

NOTES: Chinese cabbage is Napa Cabbage.

Regular green cabbage may be substituted for the Chinese cabbage.

Greens with Pears and Walnuts

1          cup nonfat yogurt -- plain

1          tablespoon walnut oil

1          tablespoon raspberry vinegar

1          teaspoon sugar

¼         teaspoon salt

¼         teaspoon ground nutmeg

1          head Bibb lettuce -- torn

1          bunch watercress -- trimmed and torn

1          head Belgian endive -- cored and separated

2          pears -- cored and sliced

¾         cup Swiss cheese -- shredded

½         cup walnuts -- chopped and toasted

In a small bowl combine yogurt, oil, vinegar, sugar, salt and nutmeg. Cover and chill 30 minutes. To serve: line 4 plates with greens. Arrange pears and cheese on greens; sprinkle with walnuts. Drizzle dressing over salad.

NOTES: If raspberry vinegar is unavailable, substitute white wine vinegar.

Panzanella

1          pound crusty bread -- several days old

4          cups water -- or more if needed

2
medium red onions

2          pounds tomatoes, red ripe

3          stalks celery, from the heart, leaves included -- trimmed and washed

½
cup basil leaves -- plus more for garnish

¾         cup olive oil

¼         cup red wine vinegar

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

Cut or tear bread into large pieces and place in a large bowl. Cover bread well with water. Let bread soak for 30 minutes.

Peel onions and cut in half lengthwise, then into very thin crosswise slices. Place onions in a dish from which you will serve the salad. 

Cut tomatoes into chunky pieces. Dice celery. Add tomatoes and celery to the onions.

Squeeze as much water as you can from the bread and place it over the ingredients in the dish; tear the 1/2 cup basil leaves into pieces and distribute over the bread. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate 30 minutes.

Remove dish from refrigerator; if it seems very cold let it sit for 10 minutes. Whisk together oil and vinegar and salt and pepper; pour dressing over the salad. Mix to combine ingredients very well; taste and adjust as necessary with salt, pepper and vinegar-possibly even more oil.

Garnish with additional basil and serve at once.

NOTES: Extra virgin olive oil is best for this recipe. It is the most flavorful.

Summer Broccoli Salad

1          bunch broccoli -- cut into flowerets

1          large cauliflower -- cut into flowerets

1          large onion -- diced

2          cups cheddar cheese -- shredded

1          cup bacon -- cooked and crumbled

2          cups Miracle Whip®

1          cup sugar

4          tablespoons cider vinegar

Mix together broccoli, cauliflower and onion. Set aside.

Also set aside cheese and bacon till ready to assemble salad.

Mix together mayo, sugar and vinegar. Let set for 30 minutes to blend flavors and dissolve sugar.

Add cheese, bacon and dressing to broccoli mixture. Mix well and serve.

NOTES: I, personally, like to blanch the broccoli and cauliflower in boiling water for a minute or two, and then plunge into ice water to stop the cooking process. This brightens the colors and softens the texture.

I have used the dressing from this recipe on pasta salads. Make sure to toss in lots of fresh veggies, cheese and sausage, pickles etc. It's very good.

Ramen Noodle Salad

4          packages ramen noodle soup -- noodles cooked according to package directions and drained. Seasoning packs set aside.

2          bottles Wishbone Italian Dressing -- 8 ounce size

1          tablespoon pickle juice

1          teaspoon sugar

1          teaspoon crushed red pepper

            Freshly ground black pepper -- to taste

            Assorted veggies, cheese cubes, sausage cubes, diced pickles, toasted almonds,

                        Sesame seeds etc.

Cook noodles and toss with a little olive oil. Set aside.

Combine dressing, 1 package of soup seasoning (beef), pickle juice, sugar and peppers. Mix well to combine and dissolve sugar.

Toss noodles together with your choice of additions. Add dressing; toss well and serve.

Red Potato Salad with Sour Cream Vinaigrette

2 ½      pounds red potatoes -- quartered

3
tablespoons red wine vinegar -- divided

6          tablespoons olive oil -- divided

½         cup sour cream

½         cup mayonnaise
1          tablespoon Dijon mustard

1          clove garlic -- minced

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

1          large green bell pepper -- diced

4          tablespoons green onion -- diced

3          dill pickles -- diced

1          small red bell pepper -- diced

Place potatoes in a large saucepan and cover with cold water. Bring to a boil and simmer for 20-25 minutes or until just fork tender. Drain. Place potatoes in a salad bowl and sprinkle with 2 T. vinegar and 4 T. olive oil, toss lightly and set aside.

Combine remaining 1 T. vinegar and 2 T. oil, sour cream and mayo in bowl; add mustard and garlic, then whisk until smooth. Season with salt and pepper and set aside.

Add green and red peppers, green onions, pickles and dressing to potatoes. Toss gently and refrigerate 2-4 hours before serving.

To serve, return to room temperature and adjust seasoning if needed.

Parmesan Peppercorn Dressing

2          cups mayonnaise
1          tablespoon lemon juice

1          tablespoon white wine vinegar

1 ½      teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

¼         cup shallots -- finely diced

¼         cup sour cream

1 ½      teaspoons salt
1          tablespoon cracked black pepper

¾         cup parmesan cheese -- grated

½         cup whipping cream

1 ½      teaspoons garlic powder

1          tablespoon ground black pepper

¼         cup buttermilk
Combine dressing ingredients in a large stainless steel bowl. Refrigerate overnight. If dressing is too thick add a little more buttermilk. Dressing makes about 4 cups. Refrigerate remainder and use within 1 week.

Ritz Salad Dressing

1          cup salad oil

1          cup ketchup
¼         cup white vinegar

1          cup sugar
1          tablespoon lemon juice

¼         cup onion -- grated

1          teaspoon salt
1          teaspoon paprika
Beat all ingredients until well blended. Refrigerate for up to 2 weeks.

Orange Vinaigrette

¼         cup orange juice -- fresh

2          tablespoons rice vinegar

1          tablespoon Dijon mustard

1          cup peanut oil

            Fresh ground pepper -- to taste

½         teaspoon orange zest

Whisk together orange juice and vinegar in bowl. Whisk in mustard. Slowly add oil, whisking to integrate. Season with pepper, mix in orange zest. 

Raspberry Dressing

1          cup raspberries, frozen -- thawed

3          tablespoons balsamic vinegar

4 ½      teaspoons honey
3 ¾      teaspoons Dijon mustard

¾         cup olive oil

            Salt and pepper -- to taste

In a blender or food processor combine raspberries, vinegar, honey and mustard. Blend until smooth. Gradually blend in oil until smooth. Strain to remove seeds. Season to taste with salt and pepper. Refrigerate.

Homemade Croutons

½         pound day old bread -- cut into 1" cubes

½         cup butter -- melted

            Garlic powder -- to taste

            Onion salt -- to taste

Preheat oven to 375. 

Place bread in a large mixing bowl. Pour butter over and mix well. Pour croutons onto a large baking sheet spreading them into 1 layer. Sprinkle with garlic powder and onion salt. 

Bake until golden brown and crispy, 10-12 minutes. Watch carefully so as not to burn. Stir occasionally. Remove from oven and allow cooling. Keep for 2 weeks in an airtight container. 
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