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How to give a dinner party of any size            by Tomese Buthod 
 
 
My background – I did not grow up around dinner parties.  Very casual entertaining – 
mostly huge family gatherings, church pot-lucks.   I got interested in eating and cooking 
at a very young age. My husband’s job kind of required learning how to entertain. And I 
discovered I just like to do it. 
 
I’m not an expert, but I do enjoy entertaining and people seem to like coming to my 
parties.  I’m sure I’ve made every mistake there is, and I’ll tell you about those and tricks 
I’ve learned that have made things a lot easier. 
 
I’m assuming you are here because you are afraid to have a party – lots of my friends tell 
me they panic at the thought, so you are not alone. 
 
I’m a planner and my former professional life used and refined those skills.  A party is a 
project with a drop-dead due date is how I look it.  If you are not a planner, but you want 
to try your hand at giving parties, for your own sanity you may have to learn how to 
make a list and follow it.  It may seem rigid at first, but those lists quickly become your 
best friend. 
 
Small Parties – up to about 8 or 10 people.  Usually at the table, so you can use all your 
pretty and fun dishes, forks, knives and spoons, glassware, etc.   
 
Medium Parties – up to about 20-25 people 
 Usually means people are eating with plates on their laps.  
 Try not to have foods that require more than a fork! 
 
Large Parties – anything over 25 people 
 Buffet style – let them serve themselves.  My personal quirk – forks and napkins 
at the END of the food. 
 This usually means somebody is going to be outside.   So definitely have a Plan B 
for bad weather.   Renting or borrowing tables, chairs, fans.  FANS are crucial in our 
area.  One of the best things I’ve learned. 
 Have plenty of trash cans. 
  

 
• If money is no object – There is a Downton Abbey dinner party class going on today! 
Rent everything, cater the food, hire servers and clean-up help.  You just sign the credit 
card receipts. 
 
• For most of us, money is something we have to consider.  So, use it effectively with 

your own talents, and rent/hire/cater as you can.  I didn’t even know such things were 
possible. 



 
• Know yourself – are you a control freak?  Neat/clean freak?  Nothing bothers you?  

How you get started giving parties needs to take your personal style into 
consideration.  As you get more practice (and like anything – it takes practice!) you’ll 
change and discover things you can handle that you never dreamed possible. 

 
• Almost everything can be made in advance.   Don’t wait until the last minute to start 

cooking. (a mistake I’ve made more than once.)  My goal, and I’m getting pretty 
close to it, is to have nothing to do the day of the party except buy and arrange the 
flowers.  Depending on how big the party is, I may start cooking a month in advance, 
but usually a full week ahead.  I have an extra refrigerator in my basement that I 
couldn’t do without.  Even a dorm fridge is useful. 

 
o Most dishes keep in the refrigerator for several days more than a recipe 

describes.  Most things taste better after they have sat for a day or two 
anyway! 

 
• Research first – decide if you are going to have a theme, which can be anything.  Find 

the recipes you want to make. 
 
• I really can’t recommend that you try to serve something you have never made 

before, unless you really have nerves of steel!  Try out the dish in advance. 
 

o Some examples – spanakopeta. Found the recipe, looked interesting, but 
time-consuming.  I made a text batch to see how they would freeze and re-
heat – worked great.  Didn’t think about filo dough shards all over the 
living room! 

o After a few years I got cocky and thought I didn’t need to do that 
anymore.  One of my first big parties here, I found several new dishes I 
wanted to serve and I didn’t try any of them out before the party.  
Definitely not a success!  Luckily, I had overcompensated and had enough 
of the dishes that did work so no one went home hungry. 

 
• Make a work plan.  Refer to it.  Refine it.  Check things off as you do them. 
 Grocery lists. 
 Shopping lists- what shops have the items you need. 
 What day you will make various dishes. 
 
 Things to remember for the list– buying wine/beverages.   Flowers or other 
decorations.   Music.   Renting – this town throws a lot of parties and places are often 
booked up.  Easier to take things off the list than to add to it. 
 
• Don’t make the menu more complicated than it needs to be, and it almost never needs 

to be complicated!     
 You want to be able to enjoy your guests and not spend all your time in the 
kitchen.  I try to have dishes that I can make completely ahead of time and either serve 



cold or at room temperature.  I’ve learned to limit myself to one dish that has to be made 
at the last minute – usually a sauce, but even those I’m getting better at doing ahead. 
 
I’ve learned to let people help – which is still really hard for me.  I am a control freak and 
I’m the first to admit it.   
 
• Hired help:  There are professionals for hire.  They can set-up, cook, serve, clean-up.  

I’ve used professionals, and I’ve developed my own team of high school and college-
aged kids.  One particular young woman has been working with me for over 10 years 
now.   She can now pretty much do the party all by herself.   I use them to help me 
prep and cook. 

o They put the food out, pass appetizers, clean, pick-up empties.  
 
I like to cook, and I prepare almost all the food myself for my parties.  I do occasionally 
buy a prepared dish that I especially like – it may be the Benedectine from the Cheddar 
Box, or it may be chicken pot pie from Lilly’s.   
 
• For any size party – get the serving dishes out a few days in advance (if you have 

room for them to be out of the cupboards.)  Use post-its, etc.  to note what will go in 
each dish.   
I’ve frequently forgotten dishes in the refrigerator that I slaved over, only to find 
them after the party. 

o I love garnishes and sauces, and those can take WAY more time and 
dishes/spoons than the main dishes.  This is probably my biggest weakness 
and the part of the party that gives me the most anxiety.   

 
• Invitations – phone calls, email, evite, actual written invitations.  

RSVPs are the hostess heart-ache.  Any ideas that anyone has, I’d love 
to hear them. 

 I keep a list for acceptances – so many ways for people to reply I have to have my 
lists.   
 

• Appetizers – bite size!  Holding a glass and dealing with apps that take two hands 
and a napkin is murder.  A lot of meat items don’t allow for a simple clean bite.  
Think about juicy, drippy things as well.  I have yet to find a slider that works in a 
cocktail/stand up party arena. 

 Summer parties – cold soups in Dixie cups.   
 Spread things around if at all possible – get people mingling. 
 Ham/tuna/egg salads.  Hummus.  Cheese, olives, veggies, of course.   
 My helpers (and myself sometimes) pass some apps on trays, other things are set 
around the party area.  
 

• Drinks/Bar.  Can be as complicated as the menu.  Lots more details – garnishes, 
mixers galore.  I keep it simple – white/red wine.  Beer – I do try to get something 
interesting and get advice from beer drinking friends.  Soft drinks.  A pitcher of a 



“party drink” – sangria, margaritas, etc.  I can’t cope with a full bar and I’m at 
peace with that.  Hire a bartender if you want to make it complex. 

o Screw-off caps on wine bottles – the hostess’s best friend.  It’s the way of 
the future.  Quickest, and no fail. 

o Always have water.  It’s kind of like breathing air, we take it for granted 
and forget about it.  It’s the number #1 requested thing at every party I 
attend and give. 

o Plastic tubs for beer and soft drinks are a must.   
 

• Food allergies/aversions.  I always ask if there food issues.  Too many things to 
choose from so I can make a menu that will please a mixed group for a small 
crowd.  It is guaranteed there will be vegetarians, so I look for dishes that it is 
easy to add meat at the last minute – Jambalaya is an example – I can make 
everything, set aside adequate portions that are vegetarian, add the meat to the rest 
and serving is then pretty simple.  For big crowds, I just make sure there are lots 
of plant-based items.  Have actually been to parties where there is nothing but 
meat! 

 
• Keep an entertaining journal. 

o Track recipes- where they were sourced, did they work out?   
o Quantities, guest lists, table settings, all kinds of fun details.    The 

quantities I find the most useful.  I have run out of food twice!   The last 5-
6 people through the line didn’t get to have some of each dish – it’s 
mortifying, let me tell you!  I don’t want tons of leftovers, but I do want 
the platters to still have something on them when everyone has been 
served. 

 
 
ALWAYS have more napkins than you think you are going to need. 
 

• Desserts – individual portions.  A beautiful layer cake is murder to serve at a party 
for more than 8 people.  Same with fruit pies, so I do cobblers or hand pies.   
Cookies are my favorite thing to do.  Ice Cream floats are great for a summer 
party.  

 
If you plan to be outside, definitely have a Plan B.   Once I’ve been rained out – people 
were sitting all over the house, on the floor, on the stairs, everywhere, and we had a great 
time. Getting the rented tables shoved into the garage in about 5 seconds is something I 
really wish I had on video!   
 
RELAX, and just roll with it! 
 
Amusing tidbits – people hide things – always fun to find glasses and napkins tucked 
under bushes the next day. 
 


