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A Time-honoured Tradition



‘Christmas comes but once a year’, as the proverb goes, so it beats me why we’re always taken by surprise at its impending arrival – ‘Gosh, only 2 weeks till Christmas’ we all say in a flustered tone when it creeps up apparently ‘unexpectedly’.


It seems I’m not alone in taking an old-fashioned view of Christmas. Most families have traditions going back generations and this, by definition, means age-old practices are repeated year on year, leaving little space for more contemporary interpretations and customs to slip in. In a changing world, the comfort of tradition counts for a lot. That said, most generations, wanting something new, undoubtedly add their own version of a tradition to a certain extent, and I hope therefore that the recipes in these pages fit this bill and go some way to establishing new additions to old customs.


I like to keep food traditional on The Day and save the veering from this for the lazy days that follow – being inventive and experimental with less conventional ingredients to zizz up leftovers. Much as I like the bedazzling pomegranate seeds, I don’t really want them anywhere near my turkey, or Christmas pudding for that matter. On Boxing Day and beyond, though, such things, along with their exotic counterparts, are most welcome, brightening up and adding some pizzazz to a platter of leftover turkey salad or a creamy turkey ‘muck-up’, perhaps with some Middle Eastern spices and rice.


The Get Ahead Christmas Cook is an entertaining book of sorts, not with a chef’s-style or lavish slant, but with a realistic, attainable and unpretentious family approach. It isn’t about remodelling the traditional side of Christmas, nor is it a definitive guide to all the customary foodstuffs related to Christmas Day itself, instead it’s a collection of recipes for the festive period which can be prepared and mostly made ahead. With advance preparation at their heart, it includes recipes for Christmas Day and menus to ease not just the load, but also the decision-making for the festivities and general winter entertaining thereafter. Many of these recipes and menus can be enjoyed throughout the year, too.


I do hope this book will become a staple for you in the run-up to Christmas each year. I hope it soon becomes a Christmas companion offering not just great recipes, but a guide to lightening the task, should it be daunting – a helping hand at a busy and stressful time of the year – aiming to make it the fun occasion it should be for everyone, hosts included.
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Chapter 1:


Preparation
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Preparing Ahead



Preparing as much as possible in advance is the key to success in the kitchen and will reduce stress levels considerably. This is something I practise all year round, but at Christmas it’s more important than ever as there are so many other non-kitchen related elements that also need our time and attention in preparation for the occasion. Purchasing, wrapping and posting presents, ditto cards, buying decorations and crackers, decorating the house, preparing bedrooms for overnight guests, ordering seasonal foods and menu planning . . . the list goes on! Not to mention the school plays, carol services and visits to Father Christmas, etc, that leach further into the limited run-up time, too.


A lot is going on, and the need to get as much as possible done in advance is never greater than at this time of the year. In my view, you can’t begin too early. Even the smallest steps produce huge results and go a long way towards relieving the anxiety of it all. And don’t just limit advance preparation to the food; you know you’ll need wrapping paper, crackers, possibly candles, napkins, etc, so I suggest buying them when you see them, however ridiculously early and wrong that might seem at the time (it won’t later!).


I know cooking isn’t everyone’s bag and for this reason the temptation is to put it off and leave that side of things till the last minute. But to the contrary, I know from years of experience that doing a little towards the food here and there in the weeks beforehand really does make the final task not half as bad after all.


An exhausted, tense host can make Christmas feel like a taxing chore rather than the happy time of celebration with loved ones they’ve been working so hard to achieve.


Even if you manage to achieve just a quarter of the suggestions in these pages, you’ll be praising yourself for your forethought and efficiency as the time draws near. You won’t ever regret having ordered, prepared or made something in advance. Indeed, it’s always a delight (and relief!) to have done or got in hand many of these tasks when the big day finally arrives.


Sticking to the traditional outline, I’m not attempting to reinvent the Christmas Day wheel, but simply to offer tips on how and when to prepare ahead and therefore spread the load for a more relaxed experience for everyone. Washing up on the day is greatly reduced, too, which is an added bonus!


It’s possible to prepare the lion’s share of Christmas Day fare in advance, and so my aim is to guide you through these recipes, some in increments over a few days, others in parts and others entirely, including several that can be frozen ahead.



A few soundbites for easing the task


1. Be realistic about what can be accomplished and what can be done in advance when choosing menus.


2. Ask guests to bring something on Christmas Day; people like to contribute – a dish each, the Christmas pudding, or something per family, such as the crackers or wine.


3. Get non-food purchases and other such jobs out of the way as early as possible.


4. Make a monthly advance checklist, starting in October. You’ll see in Chapter 3 that most Christmas Day fare can be made and frozen from October onwards without detriment.


5. Book any online grocery delivery slots early.


6. Place orders with local producers; they will welcome your support and will be more than happy to receive advance orders.


7. Freezing – lots of prepare-ahead elements in this book can be frozen. If freezer space is an issue, carefully consider the recipes that you can prioritise for the freezer, perhaps choosing a complicated recipe or one that won’t keep, over ones that can be made nearer the time, several days in advance. Some elements, like roast potatoes, once they’ve been individually open frozen on a baking sheet or tray, can then be stored in a freezer bag which takes up far less space. The same goes for chipolatas and bacon rolls. However, both the latter can be prepared up to 3 days ahead (and kept chilled), so consider if it is worth them taking up valuable limited freezer space, i.e. are there other recipes you’d rather have tucked up in the freezer taking up the space?


8. Make the most of the handy notes section at the back of the book (see page 280). Use these pages to make lists or to note down timings. You can then refer back to them each year.
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Menus & Recipes



The recipes for the big day are mostly (and perhaps reassuringly!) traditional fare, but this isn’t an exhaustive Christmas recipe book – you won’t find the customary Christmas pudding or cake. Alongside straightforward unmodified recipes for roast turkey, trimmings and accompaniments, there are also some alternatives and additions. You’ll find menus for the so-called ‘twixmas’ period, as well as for general winter eating, which in most cases are perfect for other times of the year, too.


Boxing Day spreads are ideal for year-round entertaining, as are the canapés, party food and festive drinks recipes. Brunches aren’t unique to Christmas and, likewise, leftovers can be substituted with chicken and other vegetables throughout the year.


Entertaining isn’t the time to try out a new recipe. If you’re minded to do so, have a test-run beforehand to see if it lives up to your expectations and is realistic and easy enough to fit into your cooking plans. This is your Christmas holiday as well, so there’s no point in overwhelming yourself with complicated combinations.


While it’s nice to go to some trouble to present festive fare, this isn’t the time for MasterChef-style dishes. The recipes in this book are delicious and easy but not complicated. They’re celebratory and special without being elaborate, with the added bonus that they can largely be prepared ahead and, in many cases, made entirely a few days in advance. As much as possible I’ve tried to stick to store cupboard ingredients, along with perishable ones that last, to avoid the need for extra mid-holiday shopping.


I do hope these menus help when it comes to planning. Obviously, they can be mixed and matched according to your tastes.


Planning What to Cook


This is essential for calmness in the kitchen. Not only because it gives you a plan to work to and tick off as you go along (the best bit!), but it enables you to buy any necessary ingredients in advance, as you come across them, thereby getting another job out of the way and having the ingredients to hand whenever you have some spare time to get started.


Having chosen menus and recipes, check if any segments can be done far in advance, for example, the crumble for the Creamy Tarragon Turkey (see page 180), the praline for the Chocolate Frangipane Tart (see page 103), Herby Oatcakes (see page 268) to accompany the Chicken Liver Parfait (see page 53), or the quick sauce, served with the Roast Picanha (see page 199) for Christmas Eve. Make a note of these and aim to cook them when you have a little time to spare.


Be realistic with quantities; not everyone needs a whole ham, so a smaller joint may fit the bill. I’ve given recipes for both large and small joints. If you’ve made a pork pie, bear in mind it’ll last for several meals if you’re not feeding a crowd, so there’s less need to make something new for the following day. The same with the Pork & Pistachio Terrine (see page 152), the Red Pepper & Roasted Garlic Tart (see page 159) and many other recipes . . . in my experience, people eat less than you might think, even at Christmas!



Having Planned What to Cook





• Plan how far in advance to make your chosen recipes. Many can be made or pre-prepared from October onwards, but if this seems a step too far (it’s only a suggestion!), leave it until November or even December. Just one or two jobs, however small, ticked off the list will set you well on your way. Or think bigger and get one or even two of the make-ahead alternative puddings for Christmas Day done and dusted in advance.


• Stock up on ingredients with a long shelf life, e.g. dried noodles for the After-Christmas Ramen recipe (see page 179), mascarpone for the Tiramisu (see page 171), black olives for the Turkey Crumble (see page 180), jarred/tinned roasted red peppers for the Red Pepper & Roasted Garlic Tart (see page 159), ready-made chilled/frozen pastry, etc.


• Set about cooking any small recipe segments which can be completed far ahead when you have a few minutes to spare, like toasting (and chopping) nuts and seeds, grating Parmesan cheese, halving Maltesers, chopping anchovies and so on.





Useful Fresh Standby Ingredients


These are the long-lasting fresh ingredients I like to have ‘in stock’ over the festivities in an attempt to avoid mid-holiday shopping; they are flexible in that they can be used in different ways and in many recipes. Seasonal root vegetables can be stored somewhere cool (such as a garage), thus freeing up fridge space as well.




• potatoes


• onions


• garlic


• celeriac


• celery


• butternut squash


• Chinese leaves (to use as salad leaves)


• chicory


• fennel


• cabbage


• cauliflower


• bag(s) of ice (not a fresh ingredient, but useful if freezer space allows)





[image: Sprout leaves and stem covered with green Brussels sprouts]



Bringing the Outside in



A little rule I have with myself is never to buy flowers for the house, no matter what time of the year.


Living rurally on a farm with woodland and a garden, I’m lucky enough to be able to plant and pick my own branches, flowers and moss, etc, which is the reasoning behind this. Added to that, I’m not too keen on flowers out of season and prefer a rustic, informal ‘unarranged’ look rather than more formal arrangements. I’m just as happy with sculptural bare branches in a vase in winter as I am with roses in summer. Of course, these branches can be decorated with fairy lights or baubles, etc, or even sprayed gold or silver for the festive season. An advantage to this approach is that it costs nothing.


However, for urban dwellers who don’t have this access, a forage (where allowed!) in parks and open spaces or street windfalls while out for a walk, plus a little imagination, should produce all sorts of interesting shapes and textures. Failing that, florists and supermarkets sell bunches of twigs and berries, and bags of moss can be bought, too (although moss is everywhere you look!).


Being mostly ‘woody’, another advantage of bringing winter vegetation inside is that it lasts two weeks or more, thus making this a do-ahead task. As well as filling larger vases, I make little posies for guests’ bedrooms. Even just simple sculptural twigs and evergreen small-leaved branches look pretty, perhaps with a snipped stem or two of red or lime-green dogwood or some berried holly or winter flowering jasmine for a hit of colour.
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Of course, I wouldn’t want to foist my little foible onto anyone, but in case it is of interest, these are a few of the mainstream plants that are abundant at this time of the year and which I most often use for little posies in tiny jugs or vases.




• pretty much any evergreen foliage


• Osmanthus (small, shiny green leaves)


• holly, with or without berries, variegated or otherwise


• coloured Cornus stems (dogwood)


• Sarcococca confusa (Christmas/sweet box) in flower and a lovely scent


• winter flowering honeysuckle (lovely scent, flowers on bare branches)


• Viburnum bodnantense (lovely scent, flowers on bare branches)


• fir cones on the branch (and individual ones)


• Viburnum tinus (in flower at this time)


• Arum italicum (pretty green and white striped leaves)


• winter flowering jasmine


• ivy varieties


• windblown twigs


• beech branches





Getting creative and spraying fir cones and bare branches can be done months ahead, and as an added bonus, they last year on year. It’s a fun (if potentially messy!) activity to do with children, too.


Bulbs are lovely to have in the house at this time of year, especially if, like hyacinths and narcissus (such as paperwhites), they are scented. Tall and striking stems of red Amaryllis from the florist are perfect for Christmas (and occasionally the only exception to my rule). If you are growing bulbs for Christmas, they need to be planted at least six weeks beforehand.
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Advance Monthly Planning & Countdown









	

OCTOBER









	

• Start planning menus and recipes, noting any that can be made as far ahead as October and any segments thereof that can be prepared now, particularly for Christmas Day itself (see page 13).


• List everything you plan to eat on Christmas Day, noting recipe page numbers, and use this as a master checklist, referring to it as an aide-mémoire for which recipes, or part recipes, can be made in advance, and for ticking off completed items.


• List the recipes you plan to make over the festivities (noting page numbers) and how far in advance they can be made, ticking the tasks off as you go.


• Make any chosen recipes that can be completed up to 2–3 months in advance (there are many, including most turkey trimmings and accompaniments).


• Make a Christmas cake if you intend to, wrap it well in greaseproof paper, then foil, and store in a tin. ‘Feed’ it every so often with alcohol, such as brandy, having first poked a few holes in the top of the cake using a skewer.


• Get (even just some of) the non-food purchases out of the way as early as possible, when they appear in the shops, including crackers, napkins and candles as well as cards and decorations.


















	

NOVEMBER









	

• Book a Christmas supermarket delivery – slots usually open in the middle of this month.


• Pre-order any other provisions from the butcher, local suppliers, specialist shops or online.


• Make the Christmas pudding on Stir-up Sunday (the last Sunday before Advent begins).


• Work out any guest contributions and ask for these well in advance.


• Try to get non-food-related tasks started, if not completed.


• Continue making any outstanding planned recipes that can be completed 1–2 months in advance.

















	

DECEMBER








	

• Ice the Christmas cake (if relevant).


• Make a shopping list for the last-minute things.


• Think about making bedroom posies mid-month (see page 20). They’ll last several weeks in a cold room.


















	

7-DAY COUNTDOWN REMINDERS AND SUGGESTIONS








	

• Make a time plan for the Christmas Day feast according to your proposed programme and chosen recipes, working backwards from when you plan to eat (remembering the turkey needs a 2-hour rest, therefore freeing up the oven). Take into account the recipes’ individual reheating and get-ahead instructions (where applicable), oven space and keeping food warm (although you don’t need to worry about the turkey as far as the latter is concerned; see the recipe on page 80).


• List the food that needs to be taken out of the freezer on Christmas Eve.


• Make a seating plan if you need to.


• Arrange/sort out and assemble table decorations.


• Make sauces, dressings and mayonnaise to get them out of the way.


• Cook any chosen recipes for after Christmas Day that can be made several days in advance.


















	

CHRISTMAS EVE REMINDERS









	

• Make giblet stock (or do this as soon as you have your turkey).


• Stuff the turkey, having defrosted stuffing(s), if necessary.


• Prepare fresh vegetables.


• Chill drinks.


• Lay the table, if space allows.


• Get serving plates and dishes out. Label them if you like, particularly if you have people helping on the day.


• Get dinner plates and pudding plates/bowls and glasses out ready.


• Remove any food for the next day from the freezer and defrost. Transfer to serving dishes, if necessary.


• Remove the turkey from the fridge if you have somewhere cool to keep it overnight.


















	

CHRISTMAS DAY REMINDERS









	

• Set your happy scene, whether that be loud music blaring, surrounded by helpers or alone having banished anyone from the kitchen.


• Refer to and try to stick to your time plan but if you’re behind, so be it – it really couldn’t matter less.


• If you haven’t done so already, remove the turkey from the fridge at least 2 hours in advance.


• Be sure to remove all the food to be cooked from the fridge well in advance.


• Don’t leave a dirty pan or bowl, etc, in the sink, wash it immediately – this will make all the difference.















	

GENERAL TIPS








	

• Wash up as you go along – this is probably my biggest tip for cooking generally – and ask others to help with this, both before and after the feast.


• Delegate – this isn’t the time for heroism. If anyone offers help, grasp it and if not, ask, even if it’s just lighting candles, putting a log on the fire or filling glasses.


• When keeping any food warm, always leave the oven door/warming drawer/hot cupboard door ajar to allow the inevitable steam to escape. This is vital.


• We tend to enthusiastically over-shop for the festivities, so cook any surplus vegetables that are going downhill, which will prolong their life considerably more than if left in their fresh state. Cool, cover and chill.


• Speciality Christmas and seasonal foods are sometimes easier to obtain online.


• The quickest way to defrost food is to ensure the air can circulate all around it, so place on a rack or over the top of a bowl or similar. Sitting directly on a surface freezes/chills the surface and means the food takes far longer to defrost.


• Buy a sack of potatoes if you have space somewhere cool to store them, such as a frost-free garage. Far cheaper than buying endless small supermarket bags as well as much more convenient. They will last for a month or two (or more!).


• Prolong the life of fresh herbs considerably by wrapping them in damp kitchen paper and storing in a polythene bag or clingfilm in the fridge.


• If fridge space is tight, use a car as an extended fridge, especially for a large turkey, although this works for most foodstuffs.
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Cook’s Notes



1. All eggs used in the recipes are large and free-range.


2. All butter used in the recipes is lightly salted.


3. Salt refers to table salt throughout, unless sea salt flakes are specified in the recipe.


4. Full-fat ingredients are used throughout the book, but you can substitute, depending on personal preference.


5. Herbs are all fresh unless stated as dried. Fresh or dried bay leaves can be used in relevant recipes.


6. If you are vegetarian, please ensure that the cheese you use is suitable for vegetarians. Vegetarian options for alternative cheeses are mentioned in some recipes, but always check the packaging to be certain that the cheese is suitable.


7. All recipes assume that raw ingredients are at room temperature before going into the oven.


8. Ovens should be preheated to the specified temperatures. I used a non-fan (conventional) electric oven for all the recipes. Fan (and gas) oven temperatures are also given, but do consult your oven manual if using a fan oven (though generally the temperature is 20°C lower than the conventional one given, as shown in the recipes).


9. Spoon measures are level unless stated otherwise. Use a set of measuring spoons for accurate measuring. A teaspoon is 5ml, a tablespoon is 15ml.



General Notes



1. Always read through a recipe fully before going shopping for it and before getting started. Seasoning is imperative to good-tasting food. Season as you go along rather than as an afterthought, and season each component or step of a recipe, as directed.


2. Piping hot food has little or no taste or flavour, so it’s always advisable to allow a finished hot dish to cool down for a few minutes before serving. If steam is in evidence when the dish is cut or spooned into, this is a good indicator that the food is too hot to eat.


3. Recipes and ingredients attributed to different countries and cultures are not authentic, simply my interpretation of them, inspired by ingredients and occasionally food I’ve enjoyed in those countries.


4. Some recipes have suggested substitutes, although I would urge you to put your stamp on them, according to your tastes, the season and what you have to hand.


5. Many foods last a lot longer than you might think or is advocated in these pages. Common sense and the ‘sniff and taste’ test will tell you whether or not something is safe to eat, as practised before the advent of use-by dates. So do use your common sense when preparing and storing food.


6. When reheating food, always ensure it is reheated until hot throughout. If making cooked rice dishes in advance, they should be cooled and chilled quickly, reheated thoroughly and used within 24 hours of making.


7. Many of the recipes in this book can be frozen (and this is indicated in individual recipes). Freezing times will vary but ensure you either wrap them well or freeze in airtight containers or sealed freezer bags.


8. To open-freeze food (such as roast potatoes, roast parsnips and so on), space the food out individually on a tray, cover and freeze until solid, then decant into a polythene freezer bag, seal and return to the freezer to store.


9. When making shortcrust, flavoured shortcrust or sweet shortcrust pastry, I usually use a food-processor, but if you don’t have a food-processor, make the pastry by hand. Mix the dry ingredients (flour, salt, sugar) in a bowl, lightly rub in the butter until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs, then add any remaining ingredients (like grated cheese and egg yolk) and the water, mixing until clumping together into a dough.
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