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 Thanksgiving and New Year’s Day should be a time to relax 
with family and friends and enjoy good food and wine. But sometimes our schedules 
get away from us, and the holidays turn into a hectic mess. If you wish you could 
throw an elegant holiday party but don’t feel you have the time—or if you often 
have friends show up unexpectedly with a bottle of Champagne—I’ve found a way 
to pull together a fabulous table in minutes that never fails to keep me sane and 
impress my guests. ¶ The week before Thanksgiving, I go shopping and pick up a 
broad selection of nonperishable food items to have on hand, such as dried apricots, 
an assortment of nuts, dark chocolate bars in various flavors and several bottles of 
red, white and sparkling wines. I also hit Home Depot and purchase a box or two 
of fairly inexpensive but beautiful 12-by-12-inch slate tiles in dark colors, take them 
home, wash them thoroughly and have them ready to set my table at a moment’s 
notice. And I collect a few decorative items—preserved moss to contrast with the hard 
edges of the tiles, branches spray-painted gold or silver to add an organic element 
and delicately etched or hand-blown votive candleholders to add color and texture 
along with illuminating elements on the tabletop. ¶ I purchase a selection of cheeses 
in large sections or wheels—the new QFC at the Lumen condos on lower Queen 
Anne has a great selection. Providing variety is important, so I always select at least 
one soft goat cheese and a harder cheese that slices or crumbles easily, and I complete 
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the selection with a stronger blue cheese. The larger 
the variety, the more interesting it will be for your 
guests. Labeling each cheese by type and country 
of origin is informative and educational for guests, 
and finally, pairing each cheese with a grouping of 
dried fruits, nuts and chocolate where appropriate 
is a must. It adds an element to the evening by 
creating pairings, and adds color to the table. Fresh 
fruits (grapes, apples and pears) are also useful and 
easy to keep on hand. If you don’t know how to 
pair the cheeses with the other elements, don’t be 
afraid to ask your local cheesemonger.

With these decorative and edible ingredients 
on hand, it’s easy to pull together a spur-of-the-
moment party. Two hours before your guests 
arrive, remove the cheeses from the refrigerator 
so they can warm to room temperature to bring 
out their best flavors. Wash the fruit, but don’t 
slice your apples or pears until just before guests 
arrive, so the slices don’t turn brown. Cover the 
surface of your dining room table with kraft paper 
and then lay the tiles across the table, tucking the 
artificial moss beneath the tiles’ edges and filling 
the space between each tile. You’ll end up with a 
large grid of tiles, with moss in between, covering 
the entire surface of the table. Then display your 
labeled cheeses, dried fruit, chunked chocolate 
bars and nuts—in pairings with the cheeses. On 
a side table, place small plates, cheese knives and 
cocktail napkins, making sure there is an easy 
pathway for guests to access and explore each 
side of the table.  

To include an impromptu wine tasting (why not 
try some of Washington’s best?), I place wines on a 
separate side table so I can line them up from the 
lightest, driest wine to the strongest or sweetest 
wine. I also provide individual notepads and pens 
for my guests to write down their comments about 
each wine and cheese to take home with them for 
future use. This engages them, sparks conversation 
and helps us all decide and remember if we want to 
try that specific wine again.

With just these few things on hand, you can 
throw together an elegant and easy gathering that 
will keep you sane during the holidays and also 
impress even the most finicky guests.  
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