Holiday basket: Going from bland to bold
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Friends can be so thoughtless. Don't you hate when lifelong pals give you those Hickory Farms-style food baskets with the log of sausage that tastes like wood and the triangle of cheese that tastes like glue?

This week, The Palate offers Christmas-basket ideas for those purchasing gifts for finicky food-and-wine lovers. All it takes is a little thought and creativity to transform a Family Dollar basket into a gastronomical treasure chest.

Vine Wine Shop & Tasting Loft is like an international, Garagiste winery right in the middle of Biscayne's concrete jungle. Owner Cary Quintana is passionate about small wine producers and their body of work, so the store specializes in rare bottles you won't find at places like Crown Wine & Spirits.

Surprise Champagne lovers with choices like Jean Lallement Brut NV ($53), a wine that boasts 80 percent Pinot Noir and 20 percent chardonnay. Only 150 cases of this Champagne are available in the United States. Reds include Ken Wright Cellars Pinot Noir Carter Vineyard 2005 ($60). Not only were there only 700 cases produced, but the cryptic bottle label is stunning.

For Amarone fans, there's Centennial Vineyards Rondinella Corvina 2004 ($47) from Australia, and for Merlot-loyalists, there's Chateau Le Gay Pomerol 2003 ($100). For the sweeter palates who are confident Jesus changed water into sauternes, the Chateau d'Yquem 1986 is available for $700. Other gift options include the Swirl & Sip Wine Tasting certificates for private events, the Vine Shop gift certificates and the Chocolame, which is a chocolate, salami-looking dessert ($7.50).

From the candied apples dipped in multicolored or chocolate sprinkles ($4.50) to the raspberry vinegar in the Cognac bottle ($45), the food basket options are endless at South Beach's Epicure Market. Less expensive items include the pumpernickel raisin bread ($2.75) and fresh banana loaf ($5.75); smoked Andouille sausage ($2.89); pepperoni ($3); a can of imported escargot ($4.99); and jarred yellowfin tuna ($7.99).

More expensive items include red currant jelly ($8.99); peppered salami ($10.99); super-chunky, Italian extra virgin olive oil boasting cherry peppers, garlic, chopped olives and oregano ($18.99); and Kenyan and Costa Rican coffee ($22.80). The 4-ounce paddlefish caviar is $80 and 5.5-ounce jar is $112. Epicure prepares its baked goods fresh every day, so coax your friend into letting you share that gypsy cake ($18.95 for 6-inch pie), a chocolate dessert with ganache and cherries, on Christmas Eve.

For the friend who loves Bob Marley, Discount Food Market offers up the classics, like Jamaican spiced bun ($2.89 for 4 ounces) and Tastee yellow cheese ($4.99 for 8.8 ounces); ginger bulla (a doughy, sweet bread) for $2.49; sweet plantain chips ($.99); Jamaican whole pimento for those attempts at making one's own jerk seasoning ($1.89); and coconut drops (a caramelized coconut candy) for $1.39.

There are several curry options from all over the Caribbean and a truly classic curry powder from Madras, India, called Lalah's curry (9.99 for 4-pound tin). The mom-and-pop store is tucked away in an obscure plaza, but it has everything needed for the perfect Jamaican Christmas basket.

For friends whose worldly palates have transformed your kitchen into a smoky lab, go to Bombay Super Bazaar for the ultimate Indian food basket.

At first glance, this boutique is overwhelming, as the venue is stuffed with bottles and bags and packets of spices, legumes, soups, pastes and chutneys and rice. But be patient; if it's Indian-food related, it's here. Check with the owner on prices since most items do not have tags -- prices change often. Chutneys include green chili, tamarind, coriander and mint and hot and mild mango. Among the pickled spices are lime and yellow cucumber.

Then there are the marinades for chicken curry and helpful packets to prepare tandoori masala sauces. Don't miss the cream pineapple and butterscotch biscuits. Bags of basmati rice in different sizes and brands begin at $2.99 for 2 pounds.

A variety of flatbreads -- naan, roti and paratha -- can be paired with anything, from Nigerian peanut soup, to fried apples with whip cream.

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com.

