A San Francisco mom brings

together [riends and family for a day =

ol creative decorating yand caps it oi}f
with an autamn- mspu ed dinner. 8
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) Donala Maggipinto (below)

$ees her parly asan ° ‘
opporlunity to recaplure the
magic of autumn she leltwhen
she was growing up; unite
friends and {amily;and t€ach
her son, Reyn, 5, aboulthe
seasons. Donalas hetse
(opposite lop) avértooksher
pumpkin paicht When'she'sefs ¥ | ', ’
the table (opposité'bottom) she
drapes stadium blankels over
the chair backs in casgthe

evening turns chilly,
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kids about the rhythm of the seasons and give :
them something to look forward to ufcry year.

DONATA MAGGIPINTO

Back at the house, a kitchen table moved onto the porch
and covered with burlap serves as the decorating
station. Because so many kids are involved, Donata makes
the project no-carve. Guests use glue guns to attach seed-
pods, moss, vegetables, whole spices and flowers,
ribbons, trim, and buttons to their pumpkins.

For Donata, watching heads huddled together over
tables and busy hands helping one another glue seeds
and spices onto pumpkins re-creates the warm feelings
she remembers growing up with her close-knit Italian
family in Connecticut. And she likes that it’s an
opportunity for Reyn and Courtney’s son, Chance, 19, to
build memories of their own.

“As a transplanted New England girl, | miss the
colorsand the aromas and the sounds—leaves crunching,

The decorating station can be made from any sturdy lable.
Strawberry baskets are pressed into service lo hold the natural
malerials that Donata sets oul for decorating. She prefers gluing to

the traditional carving, especially when children are involved. “That
way, no knives are used, and you can go for a walk and lind things
and use them to decorate. We collect shells, twigs with a great

shape, almost anything really.”




wind blowing, shutters creaking—that Halloween ushers
into New England. Maybe I'm trying to re-create my
own childhood.”

And why pumpkins? “You can only get pumpkins in the
autumn, no going to the frozen food section in April
and purchasing one. I love that! Their impermanence
reminds us of our connection to the natural world.”

Both the setting and the foods take cues from the
season. The 19th-century Quaker meetinghouse table (with
its original green-painted legs) is set with white ironstone
and Donata’s collection of leaf plates. A pumpkinlike
centerpiece fashioned from marigolds (see Flower Pump-
kin, page 246) sits on a pressed-glass pedestal cake stand.
A casual display of apples, pears, plump figs, and leaves
plucked from trees on the property forms a natural
runner. Some touches are practical as well as decorative.
Plaid stadium blankets decorate the chairs, and they are
ready to shelter knees from the evening chill. Donata makes
it a point to line up decorated pumpkins on the porch
railing next to the dinner table.

Donala doesn’t want to rush guests to the table, so foods thal
keep well on the stove or in the fridge, such as the Pork Roast,
Autumn Salad (leff), and Mashed Sweel Potatoes (above left),

help her keep a relaxed mood at the party.



Courtney, Donata’s husband, helps with the pumpkin

picking (below), a highlight of the day for many participants
As an alternalive, Donata suggests asking guests to bring
their own pumpkins and letting the host supply the
decoraling materials. A wheel of Pecorine Romano cheese

(bottom) anchors the dinner table
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From top left, Donata’s favorite pumplin
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with harvest [ruits
Recipes begin onpage 235
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tlower centerpiece

TR Many of Donata’s decorating ideasare
incorporated into this centerpiece
fashioned from marigolds and
blackberries that grow in a thicket in her
backyard. “l love to do just one flower in
an arrangement and accent with just one
other flower or fruit. It's so unexpected,
it's completely seasonal, and | like having
the food element in there wheniit's a
centerpiece on the table, she says.
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Searching for emply quail eggs, colored rocks, and
other "kid treasures” along the creek and in the
meadow behind the house is a favorite after-lunch
activity (right). In addition to the pumpkins, guests

leave with their pick of Halloween (:.m(]y (below).

To maximize her own enjoyment of the the party, Donata
preps some of the food the day before, and the meal is
served family-style. Avocados, tangerines, and pumpkin
seeds enrich a refreshing salad of autumn greens dressed
with a sherry vinaigrette. Mashed Sweet Potatoes with
Caramelized Onions provide ample pockets and crevices
for absorbing the delicious juices from the Pork Roast with
Harvest Fruits. A round of sharp Pecorino Romano cheese
with pumpernickel bread is served on a weathered wooden
board at each end of the table.

After throwing various versions of the party for the past
several years, the family has worked out a division of labor.
] can always rely on Courtney to take my out-of-this-
world ideas and systematically make them a reality. [
am Lucy. He is Ricky.” Reyn says his job is “making scarily
beautiful pumpkins and helping mommy set the table.”

_ 7‘75; ~ Despite its casual setting, Donata says the event relies

on three elements: planning, a simple menu, and a timetable
that takes cues from the guests as well as the clock.

I always plan for my own sanity,” says Donata, who
gained her expertise during years as an author, lifestyle
correspondent for NBC’s Today show, and former creative
director for the Williams-Sonoma specialty cookware
retailer. “1 give the decorating about an hour. Then the
kids are bored, and the adults want to eat and have adult




PUMpPKIA ice cream
with chocolate—

time.” After lunch, she gives the kids time to go back and
finish their pumpkins, which provides the adults time to
talk and clear the table. “The kids start to get cranky after
awhile, and that’s the signal for the final phase.”

As twilight falls, Donata switches on the strings of
orange lights hung along the porch beams to illuminate
the day’s creations and she tells a ghost story or two to
accompany dessert. Her favorite is “The Man with the
Golden Arm” (for the story, see How to Tell a Ghost Story,
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page 244). For dessert, homey Pear Upside-Down Cake is
served, complemented by Pumpkin Ice Cream—on the
side or in a chocolate-dipped cone.

Guests fill paper party-favor cones with penny candy
from the cauldron, a black cast-iron pot. Equipped with
party favors and freshly decorated pumpkins, guests amble
down the porch steps and into the night. @
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