


But we were also determined. We grew up in the small-town South, land of

lawn parties and mint juleps; it would be very nearly traitorous not to be good

hosts. Plus, we remembered the parties our parents threw when we were kids, and

how magical they seemed. We would sneak out into the hallway long after we’d

been sent to bed and peek at the grown-ups all dressed up, smiling and laughing,

obviously having a wonderful time. When we became grown-ups ourselves, we

wanted to recreate that atmosphere.

We envisioned a warm and friendly event where style and sociability would

come together. Delicious food and drinks were essential, of course, but we also

wanted our parties to have that indefinable element of connectedness, when

everyone is swept up in the mood of the evening, and the guests seem to meet

effortlessly and forget that they’d planned to stay only an hour.

We were long on ideas, but after our disappointing debut, a little short on

confidence. So we went looking for instruction. At a bookstore near our apart-

ment, we spent an entire Saturday searching through shelf after shelf of how-to-

entertain books—yet we came away disappointed. The books we found had either

dauntingly elaborate instructions that didn’t seem doable for two girls with day

jobs, or advice so frustratingly vague that we wondered if crucial pages had been

ripped out. On how many people to invite, for instance, one book advised that the

“room should not feel empty, and at the same time not feel over-crowded.”But

what does that mean, exactly?! What we were after was something more concrete—a

recommended number of guests. But it was nowhere to be found. Then there were

the books that assumed that we had lots of time and money to waste: “Paint the

room red for a dose of instant sultriness.”You call that instant?! Worse still were

the books that drew us in by promising to make party-throwing quick and easy.

Unfortunately, the advice they contained didn’t reduce our stress; it just made us

roll our eyes. No time to cook? No problem, one book assured us. Just spruce up

takeout food by sprinkling it with the petals of edible flowers. Oh sure, those are a

cinch to find!

We craved a book—even just a chapter or two—whose advice would feel down-

to-earth and doable for people like us. We’re capable cooks, not trained chefs or

caterers. We’re enthusiastic cocktail drinkers, but by no means professional

“mixologists.” We have full-time jobs, not full-time staffs. And we host our parties

not in a mansion but in a Manhattan apartment with room for two people in the

kitchen if they suck in their stomachs.
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Clearly, we were on our own. So we experimented: Over the next 10 years, we

tried out hundreds of hors d’oeuvre recipes, discarding many of them and fine-

tuning the rest. We tinkered with the recipes for classic cocktails and invented our

own. We endlessly brainstormed creative ways to get guests mingling. And we

road-tested everything, throwing parties of all sorts and sizes and making loads of

notes about what worked and what didn’t. Our own parties weren’t the only ones

we dissected. Every invitation we received was an opportunity to pick up host-

essing hints or hors d’oeuvre ideas. At a friend’s annual Christmas party, we noted

that she put the bar and the buffet table in separate rooms—a great way to get

guests to spread out over the entire house instead of crowding into one area. At a

wedding reception, we fell in love with gougères, a classic French cheese hors

d’oeuvre, and we ended up developing a version of it ourselves (Savory Cheese

Puffs, page 84).

The result of all our efforts? You’re holding it in your hands. Cocktail Parties,

Straight Up! Easy Hors D’oeuvres, Delicious Drinks, and Inspired Ideas for Entertaining

with Style captures our experiences and provides straightforward answers to the

questions we ourselves asked in our early party-throwing years. This is the no-

nonsense advice you would give your sister or best friend if she asked you for

hostessing how-tos. You’d share all your secrets and shortcuts, dig out your fool-

proof recipes. You’d give her detailed practical advice, not vague suggestions. You

would help her head off mishaps that you had suffered through already. (Remem-

ber that party when you ran out of ice after only an hour? Or the time you underes-

timated how much glassware you needed and your guests had to drink cocktails out

of coffee mugs?) Cocktail Parties, Straight Up! is like having a trusted, tell-it-like-

it-is sister by your side. Or, as it happens, two sisters.

THIS BOOK IS FOR YOU IF...

. . .you’re new to throwing cocktail parties and you want

step-by-step instructions.

Each of the 12 party chapters in this book contains the complete blueprint for a

cocktail party. No need to rifle through cookbooks trying to figure out what to
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serve: We’ve carefully crafted the menu for each party, putting together exactly the

right mix of hors d’oeuvres and thinking about the prep time for each recipe so

that you don’t end up panicked and perspiring in the kitchen.

Each chapter also includes the recipe for one or more signature cocktails—

the simplest way we know to make a party feel special and at the same time

streamline bartending duties. Plus, in every party, we’ve solved the beginning

host’s “will people have fun?” worries by giving you step-by-step instructions for

a Conversation Kick-Starter, our fun, foolproof way to get guests to meet, mingle,

and make friends.

We’ve mapped it all out, from start to finish. All you have to do is choose

which party to start with.

. . . you’re not new to party-throwing, but you want to raise

your hostess confidence level.

Maybe you’ve already got some hors d’oeuvres recipes you know are big hits. Or

you feel pretty secure in your ability to get guests into the groove of a party. Then

you can use this book “à la carte,” mixing and matching the elements that most

appeal to you from various parties. Plus, throughout the book, we share with you

our Sisters’ Secrets to Confident Hostessing, which will help you navigate the finer

points of throwing a successful cocktail party, from before the first guest arrives

(see our discussion of “the 6:30 friend” on page 46) till the last one leaves 

(on page 150, we tell you how to end a party gracefully). By filling in the gaps in

your knowledge, we will turn you from competent hostess to entertaining expert.

. . . you’re a veteran hostess who could use an idea infusion.

Maybe you’ve thrown tons of parties, but you’re feeling the need for a few new

twists to shake you out of your entertaining rut. That’s exactly why we created our

unique brand of “gently themed” parties—each with a mingle-encouraging Con-

versation Kick-Starter: so your guests will be transported out of their workaday

worlds and swept up in the novelty of the evening.

Whoever you are, let this book inspire you!
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ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #1
THE FOOD

In every one of the 12 parties in this book, we’ve provided a carefully thought-out

menu with easy-to-follow recipes. Every menu adheres to our Rule of Five, which

results in a perfect mix of hors d’oeuvres and ensures that you, the host, will be

able to prepare all the food yourself—much of it a few days before the party—with-

out feeling overwhelmed. We’ve shared that rule with you below, so you can devise

your own menus, and we’ve also provided the Hors D’oeuvres Estimator, our

ultra-reliable rule of thumb for how much food to make.

HOW TO CREATE THE PERFECT MENU: 
THE RULE OF FIVE

Who in the world came up with the idea that the more guests you have, the more

types of hors d’oeuvres you should offer? It just doesn’t make sense: Each guest

still has only one mouth. Sure, you need a larger amount of each item, but what’s

the point of a wider variety other than to increase the time you’re stuck in the

kitchen and send your stress level through the roof?

Instead, use our foolproof Rule of Five: For every party, no matter how large

or small, we create a menu with five different hors d’oeuvres:

• One “heavy, ” so that guests who skip dinner still feel satisfied.

• One either “heavy” or “medium. ” If you expect the party to go long or your

guests to be big eaters, lean toward a heavier second hors d’oeuvre.

• One “medium. ” This is often our vegetarian hors d’oeuvre or a dip.

• One lighter choice, such as crudités, for nibblers.

• One bowl item, such as nuts or olives, that can go in multiple bowls around

the party so that guests can grab a little bite no matter where they are in

the room.
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This mix makes for a menu that’s easily doable by one person, yet provides

enough variety to look impressive and please every guest. Each party menu in this

book is built around the Rule of Five, and we’ve also sorted all the recipes into a

heavy/medium/light/bowl list (see page 8) so you can easily mix and match recipes

from different parties to create menus of your own.

HOW MUCH FOOD YOU’LL NEED: THE HORS
D’OEUVRES ESTIMATOR

When it comes to food, what’s more important than a wide variety is a gracious

plenty. In the olden days (whenever that was), cocktail parties occupied a defined

time slot, often only two hours long, and it was expected that guests would go from

the party on to dinner. When we host a party, we want our friends to come and stay

for the whole evening. Our start time is usually 7 p.m., and we like to provide

enough food so that guests feel satisfied even without a sit-down meal. We use the

following formula, though obviously, you should adjust this based on whether your

guest list includes a team of football players or, conversely, the local ballet troupe.

• Heavy hors d’oeuvres—4 to 5 pieces per guest

• Heavy/medium hors d’oeuvres—4 to 5 pieces per guest

• Medium hors d’oeuvres (such as dip)—4 to 5 pieces or G cup of dip per guest

With dips, provide tons of bread, crackers, or other dip vehicles. They’re cheap

and easy to prepare—there should be no reason to run out of them.

• Light hors d’oeuvres (such as crudités)—5 to 6 pieces per guest

• Bowl foods—As a rule of thumb, we place 1 bowl for every 7 or 8 guests and

keep them filled all night.

HOW IN THE WORLD WILL YOU GET IT ALL DONE?
THE MAKE-AHEAD FACTOR

Maybe you’ve been there. We certainly have: The clock is ticking, you have 15 min-

utes until the first guest is due to arrive, and you’re frantically trying to pull
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THE RECIPES

Heavy Hors 
D’oeuvres
Asian Chicken Meatballs with

Sweet-Sour Sauce, 109
Baby Lamb Chops with Rosemary

Mustard Cream, 135
Beef Tenderloin and Pearl Onion

Skewers, 36
Bite-Size Crab Cakes with Lemon

Caper Mayo, 68
Chicken and Red Onion in Phyllo 

Cups, 69
Chicken Satay with Peanut Sauce, 147
Coconut Curry Scallops, 149
Cuban Sandwiches Pequeños, 165
Empanaditas, 120
Mexican Black Bean Quesadillas, 26
Moroccan Lamb Meatballs with Dill

Sauce, 24
Peppery Shrimp, 108
Pork Tenderloin Sandwiches Two 

Ways, 92
Shrimp and Polenta Wedges, 138
Shrimp with Spicy Lime Dip, 157
Spicy Sausage Squares, 58
Steak Tartare, 48
Tandoori Lamb with Cumin Dipping

Sauce, 80

Medium Hors 
D’oeuvres
Arepas with Pink Pickled Onions, 162
Asparagus Parmesan Bites, 49
Bacon Blue Cheese Dip, 60
Caramelized Onion Jam on Toast with

Brie, 59
Caramelized Onion Tarts, 160
Chickpea Cilantro Dip, 152
Creamy Crab Dip with Jicama Spears,

126
Crostini with Tapenade, 83
Cucumber Goat Cheese Spread, 111
Goat Cheese and Leek Croustades, 122
Italian Baked Ravioli, 27
Olive Crostini with White Truffle Oil,

47
Seared Tuna and Cucumber 

Brochettes, 94
Smoked Trout Spread, 40
Sun-dried Tomato and Ricotta Torte

Trio, 95
Sweet Potato Spread, 140
Tomato Sage Baby Brioches, 159
Top-Your-Own New Potatoes, 71
Wild Mushroom Tartlets, 38
Zesty Baked Zucchini Squares, 82

Light Hors 
D’oeuvres
Artichoke and Green Olive Dip, 125
Artichoke Hearts with Cucumber 

Aïoli, 51
Asparagus Spears with Lemon

Dipping Sauce, 41
Crudités with Carrot-Ginger Dip, 112
Crudités with Indian Curry Dip, 28
Fennel-Spiced Cauliflower Florets, 97
Fresh Tomato Bruschetta, 73
Hearts of Palm, 158
Melon and Prosciutto Skewers, 61
Pineapple Salsa with Plantain Chips,

151
Savory Cheese Puffs, 84
Tomato-Basil-Mozzarella Skewers

with Basil Oil, 141

Bowl Foods
Champagne-Marinated Grapes, 142
Fortune Cookies, 113
Greek Olives, 29
Green M&M’s, 52
Lemon-Glazed Pecans, 42
Macadamia Nuts, 152
Pistachios, 127
Potato Chips, 166
Spiced Bar Nuts, 98
Supercharged Chex Mix, 62
Wasabi-Crusted Peas, 74
Wine Crackers, 85
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together several complicated dishes. In Cocktail Parties, Straight Up! we’ve elimi-

nated that problem. Each hors d’oeuvre recipe we’ve provided can be made at least

partially and often entirely ahead of time, ensuring that you, the host, get to enjoy

your own party, not just man the stove. We applied this crucial cocktail-party test

to recipes we created on our own, inherited from family, or borrowed from

friends, as well as those from restaurants, cookbooks, and magazines like Gourmet

that we’ve been clipping and collecting for years. When a recipe was complicated,

or required lots of last-minute attention, we adapted and streamlined it. Look for

“The Make-Ahead Factor” in every recipe in the book. In addition, for many hors

d’oeuvres, we’ve suggested shortcuts—look for “No Effort/Low Effort/Mo’ Effort”

— that will help make party prep even quicker.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #2
THE DRINKS

What would a cocktail party be without cocktails? (Answer: over by 8 p.m.) In each

party, we give you the recipe for a delicious signature cocktail or, depending on the

party, more than one. Designating a specific drink for each event makes the eve-

ning feel special, plus it provides a simple and ingenious conversation starter—a

way to get guests in the party mood. (There’s just something about everyone stand-

ing around drinking Pink Panthers—the signature cocktail in the Cartoons and

Cocktails party—that breaks the ice the way vodka tonics never could.) Serving a

signature cocktail also makes your job as hostess easier in two important ways: 

(1) Having a featured drink to offer guests eases the need to provide every other

conceivable kind of liquor on your bar. Instead, you can use our Two-Bottle Bar

rule and save yourself considerable effort and expense. (2) You can make the sig-

nature cocktail ahead of time by the pitcher (use our handy conversion chart, page

12), saving you from having to bartend during the party.
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HOW TO STOCK YOUR BAR WITHOUT GOING BROKE:
THE TWO-BOTTLE BAR

Stocking the bar sounds pretty simple until you stand in the liquor store and real-

ize that even if you stick with “the basics” you’re talking about gin, vodka, rum,

tequila, Scotch, and bourbon—well over a hundred dollars’ worth even if you don’t

buy premium brands. And if you’re tempted to add in flavored vodkas or single-

malt whiskeys or other non-basic booze options, your bill will quickly escalate.

To the rescue: our Two-Bottle Bar rule, which holds that when you serve a

signature cocktail, there’s no need to also provide an exhaustive selection of

liquors. Instead, provide wine and beer (we’ll give you some help with quantities

below) and stock the bar with two kinds of liquor. That way, every guest will find

something he or she likes to drink, and you ’ll find that you still have money in

your checking account.

But which liquors? Well, of course it depends on what your friends like to

drink. If there’s a rage for rum at the moment, by all means, lay in a supply. But as

a general rule, we choose vodka for Bottle #1—it’s the best-selling liquor in the

country and it’s versatile, so you can serve it on the rocks or mix it with any kind of

juice, soda, or tonic. For Bottle #2, we choose by season: If it’s spring or summer,

we supply another white liquor, either gin or rum. If it’s fall or winter, we go with a

brown liquor—generally Scotch or bourbon.

HOW MANY DRINKS TO PROVIDE: 
THE COCKTAIL CALCULATOR

Our guidelines for figuring out how many drinks we’ll need are fairly liberal since

it’s always better to have liquor left over than to suddenly run dry mid-party. We

also assume our party will last at least four hours and maybe more, but if you’re

keeping your event to a defined two-hour time slot, adjust accordingly.

STEP 1: Calculate the total number of drinks you’ll need

These numbers are based on years of keeping track of how much alcohol we go

through at any given party. Obviously, you’ll have some people who’ll drink more
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cocktails than you allot, but they’re made up for by those who nurse a single drink

all evening. The calculations below should help you have enough for everybody:

Signature cocktails: plan on 2H drinks per person

Additional liquor (on the bar): plan on H drink per person

Additional wine or beer: plan on 1H drinks per person

STEP 2: Calculate how much liquor that requires you to 

provide

Signature cocktails: Many of our signature cocktail recipes can be made by the

pitcher, which is about 20 drinks. The pitcher recipes are expressed in cups

to make measuring easier. For every 3 cups of liquor you need, buy one 750-

milliliter bottle.

Additional liquor: One 750-milliliter bottle provides 12 to 15 drinks. If you have 30

or fewer people at your party, you need just one bottle each of your two addi-

tional liquors.

Additional wine or beer: One bottle of wine provides about 6 drinks; one bottle of

beer counts as one drink. Our crowd tends to have far more wine drinkers

than beer fans, so we go heavier on the vino.

Mixers/nonalcoholic drinks: In addition to the ingredients you need for your signa-

ture cocktail, buy mixers (tonic, club soda, cola, diet cola, etc.) that will be

used both for cocktails and by guests who want a nonalcoholic alternative. For

a party of 20 or fewer of people, provide 1 liter of each mixer. For a party of

more than 20, supply 2 liters. Also, always have plenty of water available.

HOW TO MAKE DRINKS BY THE PITCHER: 
THE COCKTAIL CONVERTER

Mixing the signature cocktails in large amounts keeps you from being stuck

behind the bar all night, so throughout the book we’ve given you the recipe for a

pitcher’s worth where appropriate (some drinks don’t lend themselves to pre-

mixing). Of course, you may have a favorite cocktail of your own that you’d like to
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feature, so to help you easily multiply any single-drink recipe, we’ve created this

handy conversion chart.

A couple of tips to remember when you’re mixing drinks by the pitcher:

• Always add carbonated ingredients like club soda or ginger ale to the

individual drinks, rather than to the entire pitcher, to preserve the fizz.

• Some recipes direct you to shake the cocktail with ice rather than just stir

the ingredients together. This slightly dilutes the drink, which makes a

difference in both taste and strength. When you’re making a pitcher of a

shaken cocktail, add several handfuls of ice cubes to the pitcher and stir

vigorously to promote melting. When the cubes are about half their origi-

nal size, spoon them out and discard.

ESSENTIAL ELEMENT #3
THE GUESTS

We know professional party planners in New York City who are paid thousands of

dollars to compile guest lists full of Fabulous People—the idea being that a party’s

success relies, in the end, on who attends. Oooh, there’s Minor Celebrity over by

the bar! Hey, isn’t that Important Politician just walking in?

Make a pitcher (about 20 drinks) by using:

H cup + 2 tablespoons

1G cups

1I cups + 2 tablespoons

2H cups

3I cups

5 cups

G cup plus 3 scant tablespoons

2H teaspoons

If a one-drink recipe calls for:

G ounce

H ounce

I ounce

1 ounce

1H ounces

2 ounces

1 teaspoon

dash (of bitters, for instance)
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Of course, we agree that you have to give some thought to your guest list, and

especially to how many people to invite (which we’ve always thought was the knot-

tier problem). We give you some guidelines about that below. But we believe that

what makes a party truly fun isn’t who your invitees are so much as that certain fes-

tive energy that arises when everyone has loosened up and let the party spirit take

over. Our Conversation Kick-Starters, which you’ll find at the start of each party,

will help you make that happen every time. They’ll guarantee that your guests

clamor to be invited to your next party.

GETTING THE RIGHT GROUP OF PEOPLE TO YOUR
PARTY: GUEST-LIST GUIDELINES

The number of people you invite to your cocktail party depends on lots of factors:

how big your home is, how much cooking you have time for, how many friends will

be disappointed if they’re not included. But all those considerations aside, it helps

to start with some upper and lower limits, so over the years, we’ve developed a

couple of helpful how-many-to-invite parameters.

Our target number of guests for a cocktail party is 25, and we try to stay within

10 on either side of that. More than 35, and the prep work gets out of hand and

we’re too exhausted to enjoy ourselves. Fewer than 15, and the event begins to feel

a bit sedate—more like a dinner party than a cocktail party. A crowd of 25 feels fes-

tive and increases every guest’s chances of encountering some interesting person

he hasn’t met before.

Another way to think about how big the party should be is to visualize how the

guests will fill out your home. As a rough rule of thumb, use our Guests-to-Seats

Ratio: Count all the places guests could sit in the main area of your home—not just

the usual suspects like sofas and chairs, but also places people might perch. (At

our parties, someone always sits on the ottoman, and our windowsills are wide, so

two people can prop themselves there.) Now multiply. Aim to have about three

people for every seat. When the majority of people are standing, a party takes on a

lovely swirly, mingly atmosphere. Too many sitters, and you’re back in dinner-

party land. Not a bad thing, but not what you’re after.
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Once you’ve got a target number, you have to figure out how many people to

invite to get that ideal number to show up. Here, too, the guidelines are rough, but

we generally plan for a 70 percent acceptance rate. So to get 25 people at our party,

we invite somewhere around 36. Keep in mind that this number will fluctuate. In

our party notebook, we’ve recorded acceptance rates as low as 56 percent and as

high as 87 percent. (For more about the notebook, see page 166.)

Finally, a word on creating a good mix of people. This isn’t something to ago-

nize over—you’re not the recreation director at Club Med, after all. But it is worth a

little bit of thought. We like to make an off-the-top-of-our-heads list that simply

includes people we like. Then we go back over it with an eye toward variety: If

there are tons of couples, we try to include a few more single people; if the crowd is

mostly friends from work, we try to mix in old college pals. And we try to keep the

male-female ratio fairly even. In the end, though, the most essential characteristic

of the guests is that they’re people we look forward to hanging out with.

GUARANTEEING YOUR GUESTS’ GOOD TIME:
CONVERSATION KICK-STARTERS

Think about the best cocktail party you ever attended: You floated from conversa-

tion to conversation. There were no awkward pauses, no boring chit-chat about

the weather. You seemed to effortlessly meet everyone in the room. Time flew by—

how did it get to be midnight already?—and you left feeling fortunate that you’d

been invited. The true mark of a successful cocktail party is that hard-to-define

but easy-to-recognize camaraderie that develops among the guests, that “aren’t we

all lucky to be here” atmosphere that makes the night feel special.

To guarantee that magic at every single occasion, we created our unique Con-

versation Kick-Starters, which get guests mingling without even noticing that

they’re doing it. You’ll find one in each party chapter: At the Make-Your-Own

Martini Party, for instance, guests are invited to mix the signature cocktails them-

selves—or come up with their own. Instead of searching awkwardly for opening

gambits (So, what do you do? How do you know the host?), they’re quickly asking

each other to pass the pear brandy or wondering aloud whether a blue drink could

possibly taste good. At our “Map-Happy Evening,” we take advantage of the fact
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that everyone loves to travel—and to talk about where they’ve been—by putting up a

giant world map and supplying plenty of pushpins. Guests can’t resist gathering

around the map, and conversations crop up easily. Each of our Kick-Starters cre-

ates a natural, relaxed way for guests to meet one another; there are no contrived

party games or silly costumes here, just smart, stylish opportunities for interac-

tion. The result: Every guest leaves at the end of the night with that “what a great

party” glow.

THE FINAL TOUCH
SISTERS’ SECRETS TO 
CONFIDENT HOSTESSING

You’ve got a menu, a signature cocktail, a guest list, a party date, and if you’re like

most hosts, perhaps a few remaining worries: Will I get everything done in time?

What if I run out of food? How do I make sure I get to greet all my guests? To help

you master the art of gracious entertaining—and keep you calm and confident

throughout the planning and the party itself—we’ve supplied you with our Sisters’

Secrets to Confident Hostessing. They’re our most helpful, down-to-earth short-

cuts and tricks, the sort of nitty-gritty info and practical problem-solving advice

that we share with each other and our closest friends. . . and now you. You’ll find

the secrets sprinkled throughout the book, but if you’ve got a burning party ques-

tion right now, here’s where you’ll find the answer:

FOOD

How to keep warm foods warm p. 57

What to do if you run out of hors d’oeuvres p. 67

How to cut down on kitchen time—or avoid it altogether p. 72

Easy menus for entertaining outdoors p. 137
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DRINKS

Three smart ways to chill Champagne or wine p. 33

How to throw a Champagne party on a beer budget p. 35

A smart solution for a glassware shortage p. 89

The ins and outs of ice p. 96

GUESTS

A simple trick to make each guest feel special p. 21

How to get an accurate head count p. 114

What to expect from your guests every time p. 139

How to gracefully end a party p. 150

ATMOSPHERE

The easy way to create a party soundtrack p. 25

Two simple steps to making the room look elegant p. 79

How to up the fun without going over the top p. 148

PLANNING

Indispensable party help: the 6:30 friend p. 46

How to know if you should hire outside help p. 124

Your anti-stress kit: the flexible party-planning timeline p. 128

How to pull together a party on short notice p. 164

How to avoid making the same mistake twice p. 166
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