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Meal progress  

Sharing work, food, homes the neighborly thing to do 

By DAWN ALBRECHT 
Special to the Journal Sentinel 

Posted: Oct. 20, 2007 

With the weather starting to turn cool, it can get harder to bring friends together for a casual 
evening, as we did all summer with backyard cookouts or suppers on the porch. 

 
Try a progressive dinner party group.  

This is a traveling dinner party, which starts 
at one house and stops at several homes 
during one evening. It's a great way to 
share the cooking and spend a night out 
with friends. Make it a monthly or bimonthly 
affair. 

The progressive dinner party originated 
during World War II, according to Sylvia 
Lovegren in "Fashionable Food: Seven 
Decades of Food Fads" (Macmillan, 1995). 
Going from house to house was an easy way 
"to pool the work, the rationed resources 
and the fun," she writes.  

Now, as then, a progressive dinner party 
doesn't have to be fancy. Everyone adds his 
or her own flavor to the night. 

The idea works at any time of year, but it's 
ideal during the holiday season, spreading 
out the planning and work and allowing 
guests to see the holiday decorations of 
several homes.  

How many homes should be involved in a 
party? As many as you like, though be sure 
to factor in travel time between houses, 
particularly if they're not all in the same 
neighborhood. Four courses works well, but 
don't let that limit the number of people 
involved.  

If you would like to have five households 
and four courses, rotate who skips a course 
monthly. The couple or individual who skips 
can always provide a bottle or two of wine to 
accompany the main course. And that 
reminds us: Always have a designated 
driver. 

Have one person coordinate the dinner, rotating that job monthly. The 
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Fall Salad with 
Cranberry Vinaigrette 
starts off a meal right.  
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coordinator's duties 
include deciding 
whether or not the 
dinner will have a 
theme, such as 
seasonal, ethnic, 
"under the sea" or 
vegetarian. Or the 
theme could be 
arranged by type of 
meal, such as an 
evening of all 
appetizers or all 
salads. The 

coordinator can also assign courses or let hosts volunteer. 

Hosts should let everyone know about how long their course will take. The 
night of the dinner the coordinator can help each course stay on schedule.  

For a traditional meal, stick to well-defined courses to make recipe choices 
easier: appetizer/salad, soup, entrée and dessert. 

The appetizer/salad course is perhaps the easiest. There is little to no 
holding time for this course, so the food can be prepared just before 
guests arrive.  

For a fall salad, try incorporating cranberries and apples or pears to add a 
little fruitiness to the crisp and sometimes bitter greens. The Fall Salad 
with Cranberry Vinaigrette mixes fresh cranberries and pears with 
Gorgonzola cheese for a fruity, creamy blend in each bite.  

Take some liberties during the soup course. If everyone is used to heavy 
soups and stews, lighten it up with a miso or consommé.  

If you think your group needs a bigger taste experiment, try a cold soup 
or stronger flavors. The Ginger Pumpkin Soup has a few ingredients - 
peanut butter and cayenne among them - that you might not expect in a 
pumpkin soup. 

Be sure to serve an appropriate bread to accompany the soup. There's 
something about being able to dip a warm piece of bread into soup that 
adds to the experience. A slow cooker is an easy way to keep soup warm.  

The entrée course is the most difficult to hold at the right temperature 
without losing quality.  

John Damico, executive chef at the Milwaukee Institute for Art and Design, 
has thrown a party or two. One thing he always checks is the meat 
temperature. If in doubt, check the FDA's recommended cooking times for 
meats, fish and poultry at www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/fttextra.html#heat. 

Roasts and ribs are great in the slow cooker and can be ready when you 
are. Turkey or ham is also easy to hold at a safe temperature while you're 
enjoying the salad and soup courses.  

"My favorite trick is to stir-fry the main course," Damico said. "Have 
everything ready and holding in the fridge. Heat your pan and throw 
things in as needed. Fast and hot and fresh!"  

Stir-frys don't have to skew Asian, he said.  

"Use fresh vegetables with marinara sauce and chilled precooked pasta for 
a pasta pronto stir-fry. Use sliced onions and peppers with thinly sliced 
steak for stir-fry fajitas. You get the idea."  

As for dessert, the do-ahead possibilities are endless. A caramel cake in 
the slow cooker is a great way to warm everyone up on a cold fall or 
winter evening.  

If you are not serving the first course, set the table before you leave.  

RECIPES 

Following is a suggested menu for a progressive dinner party themed to fall. The salad recipe is 

 
Ginger-Pumpkin Soup is 
fairly easy to make and 
keep warm.  

Another Direction

Progressive dining can 
be just as fun without 
anyone lifting a spatula. 
Try progressive dining 
out. Have everyone pick 
a different restaurant 
for a different course 
and make reservations if 
necessary. Here are 
some restaurant 
combinations in the 
same general vicinity 
that might work for you: 
 
Downtown 

Appetizer: Coast, 
931 E. Wisconsin Ave. 

Salad: Coquette Caf, 
316 N. Milwaukee St. 

Main course: Sake 
Tumi, 714 N Milwaukee 
St. 
 
Fall colors 

Appetizer: Quilted 
Bear, N111-W18611 
Mequon Road, 
Germantown 

Main course & 
dessert: Alpine Retreat, 
1380 Friess Lake Road, 
Hubertus 
 
West side 

Appetizer: Eddie 
Martini's, 8612 
Watertown Plank Road, 
Wauwatosa 

Fish course: The 
Grove, 890 Elm Grove 
Road, Elm Grove 

Main course: 
Pleasant Valley Inn, 
9801 W. Dakota St., 
West Allis 
 
East side 
These three are 
interchangeable. 

Appetizer: Lake Park 
Bistro, 3133 E. 
Newberry Ave. 

Pasta course: Pasta 
Tree, 1503 N. Farwell 
Ave. 

Main course: 
Mimma's Caf, 1307 E. 
Brady St.  
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from www.allrecipes.com, the soup from www.countryliving.com, the beef dish from 
www.foodnetwork.comand the dessert from www.cdkitchen.com.  

Fall Salad with Cranberry Vinaigrette  

Makes 8 servings 

½ cup cider vinegar 

¼ cup cranberries 

¼ cup olive oil 

2 teaspoons granulated sugar 

1/8 teaspoon kosher salt 

1 pinch black pepper 

2 heads romaine lettuce, rinsed, dried and torn into bite-size pieces 

2 medium heads Belgian endive, washed, dried and chopped 

2 red Anjou pears 

½ cup toasted walnuts, chopped 

½ cup crumbled Gorgonzola cheese 

To make dressing, in saucepan, combine vinegar and cranberries. Cook over medium heat until 
cranberries soften. Remove from heat; add olive oil, sugar, salt and pepper. Place in blender and 
mix until smooth. Refrigerate until chilled. 

Core and slice one pear, core and dice the other. 

In a large bowl, combine the romaine lettuce, endive, diced pears, walnuts and Gorgonzola. Toss 
and drizzle with enough dressing to coat. 

Divide among salad plates and garnish with sliced pear. Top with any additional walnuts as well. 

----- 

Serve this soup with a crusty French bread. 

Ginger-Pumpkin Soup  

Makes 10 servings 

2 cans (15 ounces each) pumpkin puree 

3 cans (14½ ounces each) chicken broth 

1 can (11½ ounces) pear nectar 

1/3 cup creamy peanut butter 

2 cloves garlic, finely chopped 

2 tablespoons fresh ginger, grated 

2 tablespoons green onion, finely chopped 

1 tablespoon fresh lime juice 

½ teaspoon salt 

¼ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper 

Toasted pumpkin seeds (optional) 
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Chopped chives (optional) 

In 6-quart saucepan, combine pumpkin puree, chicken broth, and pear nectar. Bring to a boil over 
high heat. Cover, reduce heat to low, and simmer 10 minutes.  

In blender or food processor, process 1 cup pumpkin mixture with peanut butter until smooth. 
Return to saucepan with the remaining pumpkin mixture. Add garlic, ginger, green onion, lime juice, 
salt and cayenne pepper; cook 10 minutes over medium heat.  

Divide among soup plates and garnish with pumpkin seeds and chives, if desired. Serve 
immediately.  

Slow Cooker Beef with Root Vegetables  

Makes 8 to 10 servings 

3 onions, chopped  

12 small red potatoes, quartered  

6 carrots, peeled and chopped  

3 turnips, peeled and chopped  

3 rutabagas, peeled and chopped  

1 chuck roast (3 pounds) 

Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste 

3 tablespoons flour  

1 can (15 ounces) tomato sauce  

2/3 cup packed brown sugar  

2 teaspoons chili powder  

1 teaspoon ground cumin  

1 teaspoon mustard powder  

1 teaspoon garlic powder 

Arrange onion, potatoes, carrots, turnip and rutabaga in bottom of slow cooker. Season beef all 
over with salt and pepper. Rub flour all over beef. Place roast on top of vegetables in slow cooker.  

Whisk together tomato sauce, brown sugar, chili powder, cumin, mustard powder and garlic 
powder. Pour mixture over beef. Cover and cook on low 12 hours or high 8 hours.  

Caramel Pear Cake  

Makes 8 servings 

1 cup flour 

1/3 cup sugar 

1 teaspoon baking powder 

¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon 

½ cup whole milk 

2 tablespoons vegetable oil 

½ cup chopped pecans 

¼ cup chopped dried pears 
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BACK TO TOP 

 

1 cup packed brown sugar 

1 cup water 

1 cup pear nectar 

2 tablespoons butter 

½ teaspoon ground ginger 

In large bowl, mix together flour, sugar, baking powder and cinnamon. Add milk and oil and mix 
just until combined. Stir in pecans and dried pears. Spread in bottom of 3- to 4-quart slow cooker.  

In small saucepan, mix brown sugar, water, pear nectar, butter and ginger. Bring to a boil and boil 
2 minutes, stirring frequently. Pour over batter in slow cooker. Cover slow cooker and cook on high 
2 to 2½ hours until a toothpick inserted 1 inch into center of cake comes out clean.  

Remove cover from slow cooker, turn off slow cooker just before leaving for the first course, and let 
cake stand, uncovered, 30 to 40 minutes to cool before serving. There will be a tender cake that 
has formed over a caramel sauce; turn the servings over as you scoop them out of the slow cooker. 
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