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Dedication


Family is what the holidays are all about. It’s not a holiday unless you spend it with some family, and family can be whatever you make it.


I’d like to dedicate this book to my family, my source of strength and inspiration. They are, in no particular order, my mother, Isabel; my brother, Chris; my sisters, Alisa, Desirée, and Patricia; and my late father, Al, Sr.


Also I dedicate this book to my wife, Deborah Roberts, and my children, Courtney, Leila, and Nicholas. Thank you for reminding me every day about the most important things in life. It really is all about you guys.
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Introduction


The Holidays. Those two words can strike terror into the heart of just about anybody. Why? Because not only does it mean family and friends are coming to your home, which, depending on the family and friends, can mean you’re going to have the beginning of a nervous breakdown, it means you have to cook for them.


Now, if you’re like me, you enjoy the chance to show off a bit. You wanna let ’em know that you can burn some pots.


On the other hand, you want to enjoy the holidays as well. You probably took some time off, thinking you’d kick back and relax. Now you’re thinking that your home is going to be sacked by the Visigoths. You will be spending hours in the kitchen preparing huge sides of roast mutton and great roasts of beef, while your guests gorge themselves at long wooden tables by the massive stone fireplace and Great Danes gnaw on the bones the gluttons toss aside. Oh, I’m sorry. I was thinking of the Great Hall scene from Robin Hood when Errol Flynn tosses a dead deer at the feet of the Prince.


Anyway, fear not, forsooth and verily. That is why you purchased this book. My merry band of thieves take from the time-rich and give to the time-poor. Forget about taxing recipes! But enough of the Robin Hood theme.


I know what you’re thinking. “Al, I don’t need a cookbook for just Thanksgiving and Christmas! I entertain year-round!” Of course you do. This is a year-round holiday book, a book that can proudly sit out on your counter or under a small child to help him reach the table. Preferably one who’s been potty trained. With this book, you can throw a party celebrating February 2nd, the day Punxsutawney Phil is hoisted from his burrow. I bet many is the time that you longed to rejoice on St. Lawrence’s Day, feast of the patron Saint of barbecue, and now you can. Love to love Valentine’s Day? We’ve got you covered. Ever hear of Boxing Day? Considering scaring up a party for Halloween? With these and so many other holidays in this book, you’ll never be without an excuse to entertain.


We’ve presented a menu for each holiday, starting with appetizers and moving on to main courses, sides, and desserts. We even have cool, refreshing beverages if the season calls for it, or hot, comforting drinks if that’s what the calendar indicates.


To accomplish this feat of cookbook derring-do, I had help. Marialisa Calta is a recipe writer par excellence and a darn good cook in her own right. We teamed up a couple of years ago for Al Raker’s Big Bad Book of Barbecue. She took the recipes that I had gathered over the years from my own backyard cookouts, friends, and family and massaged them. Before I met Marialisa, my basic M.O. was a handful of this and a pinch of that. Measuring cup? We don’ need no stinkin’ measuring cup!


Actually, we did. Otherwise, how would people know how much of what to use? So Marialisa refined the recipes and then, more importantly, tested them to make sure nobody keeled over.


Since this book is a little more wide-ranging, we collaborated a lot more. We spent a lot of time talking about what kind of food I cooked and when, the holidays my family celebrates, and what we ate, both as kids and now as adults.


Then we put together the menus and themes for the holidays. Some menus are direct throwbacks to childhood, and others reflect what we like to devour now. Still others represent what we’d like to set on the table.


As you know when you cook for the holidays, it takes real skill to be able to come up with food that not only tastes good but is interesting and not a pain in the keester to make. While Marialisa and I were developing the recipes, we felt it was important to keep things as hassle-free as possible. In fact, this book is intended to help you actually enjoy yourself at your own holiday gatherings.


This ain’t America in the 1950s and 1960s. In those days, our mothers were mostly at home, taking care of the kids and making sure the family was well fed. It was hard to prepare for a holiday then, but it’s even harder now, with both parents working and children whose after-school schedules can resemble the flow chart of a major corporation. Maybe you have your parties catered, complete with white-jacketed servers passing trays of canapés to your family and friends. But if you’re like me, you and your significant other are running around like maniacs to get everything ready—cook, set the table, make the drinks—and visit with the people you invited and intended to be with in the first place.


There was a time when I wanted to do everything. From appetizers to dessert, I had to be in control. And I was. I was also missing out on being at my own party, whether it was a brunch or a sit-down dinner. I’ve learned that being in control is a hassle. I have learned that my best, most fun parties are hassle-free.


I don’t have to make everything from scratch. I can purchase prepeeled garlic cloves. I can use bagged spinach or lettuce (I still wash it no matter what the bag says), and I have learned to appreciate ready-made pie crusts.


And guess what? If I invite you over, don’t ask, “Can I bring anything?” if you don’t mean it. That’s because I will take you up on it. See, that’s using the hassle-free philosophy. If you make a better apple pie than I do, why would I waste time trying to make that pie when you can bring it? One less thing for me to do.


My mother, Isabel Roker, worked miracles during the traditional holidays. With only one oven and a four-burner cooktop, she would churn out two meats, several vegetables, mashed potatoes, and a baked macaroni, effortlessly. Well, it seemed effortless. Now I know why she only weighs about 100 pounds. She was juggling pots, roasting pans, and baking dishes, putting the guy who spun the plates on the Ed Sullivan Show to shame.


But my mother was no control freak; she would enlist us kids to help out. Potatoes to peel, green beans to cut, dishes to set out? She got us involved. Helping mom became part of our family tradition. Involving your family is the best hassle-free strategy of all. Not only does it give you a break, it allows you to spend time together. Remember … you don’t have to do it all yourself. And so what if it isn’t done exactly the way you’d do it? No one will know if you don’t tell. Hassle-free, baby.


From St. Patrick’s Day to Halloween to the Fourth of July, we love any excuse to get together. You can take advantage of them all if you live by the hassle-free philosophy.


This book is full of recipes, shortcuts, tips, and strategies that can make entertaining for any holiday as easy as possible.


Do not fear the holidays. Together we can look at a holiday on the calendar and say, “Bring it on! Do your worst! I am ready for you.” I do, however, draw the line at talking to your Aunt Millie, the one who’s got the fuzzy lip thing going. You’re on your own with her.
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AL ROKER’S HASSLE-FREE HOLIDAY COOKBOOK




Thanksgiving with All the Trimmings


Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday of the year. Why? Because it’s just you, your family, and a large bird. There are no presents, no pine needles on the floor, and no staying up overnight trying to put bicycles together (because Santa forgot). On Thanksgiving, the object of the game is to end up on the couch in the living room, top button of your pants undone, zipper at half-mast, and head lolling to the side in a tryptophan-induced stupor.


When I was growing up in Queens, our Thanksgiving started early in the morning. Because we had only one oven, my mom would get up early and start on the side dishes. By the time we kids stumbled downstairs, the turkey was already in the oven, the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade was on TV, and breakfast was on the table. After breakfast, Mom put out a bowl of fruit and nuts for us to snack on so that we wouldn’t come into the kitchen and disrupt her. Her Thanksgiving dinner was as highly choreographed as the Radio City Music Hall Christmas Spectacular.


Now my mom wasn’t exactly relaxed in the Thanksgiving kitchen, but I know now she held the key to a hassle-free holiday: She was just plain organized. She went food shopping with a list. The night before, she prepped a lot of stuff that she could reheat quickly after the turkey came out of the oven. She asked people who were coming to bring certain items. It was important to her that everything be fresh. Yes, she could’ve saved time with frozen green beans, but instead she delegated responsibility. After all, she had six little prep chefs available to her. Okay, maybe not my baby brother, Chris. He was special. He didn’t have to do chores … So I have issues. I’m working on it!


I learned about delegation from my mom. Generally, I’m the one in charge of the kitchen, especially on holidays. However, on Thanksgiving Day, I’m working. As one of the hosts for Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade on NBC, I’m in Herald Square watching a giant Garfield float by.


I can’t be home to make sure the turkey hits the oven early and certain dishes are prepped and started. My wife, Deborah gets involved, as does my mother. Last year was my daughter Leila’s first year helping prep the meal. She was the official food master. Delegation is our new Thanksgiving tradition. I gotta tell you, it’s nice walking into my warm house and smelling turkey roasting and sweet potatoes baking.


For your Thanksgiving dinner, get people to bring ready-made dishes for each course, from appetizers to desserts. I do think it would be a bit cheeky to ask someone to bring a turkey, but hey, you never know. Keep appetizers simple. Serve everyone food that even the kids will like, no separate dishes for them. The weekend before Thanksgiving, make some things that you can refrigerate or freeze until Turkey Day.


Go shopping with a list, set the table the night before, and make sure you have enough plates, glasses, and flatware.


Ladies and gentlemen, preheat your ovens.




Creamy Mushroom Soup


Who doesn’t love Cream of Mushroom soup? It is comfort in a can. The familiar red and white with recipes on the side has been a boon to many a harried housewife. Take Cream of Mushroom soup, frozen green beans, and French-fried onions and voil a casserole that a vegetarian could love.


Here’s a chance to make your own MMMM! MMMM! MMMMMM! pretty darn good mushroom soup.


 

⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil


1 large onion, peeled and finely chopped


3 cloves garlic, peeled and finely chopped


3 cup all-purpose flour


3 pounds button mushrooms, wiped clean and thinly sliced


4 teaspoons chopped sage leaves, or 1½ teaspoons dried sage


4 teaspoons thyme leaves, or 1½ teaspoons dried thyme, plus extra for serving


1 bay leaf


Salt


Freshly ground pepper


2 quarts whole milk


3 tablespoons dry cooking sherry, optional


 

1 • Warm the oil in a large pot over medium-high heat until hot but not smoking. Add the onion and garlic and cook, stirring, for 5 minutes, until softened but not browned. Add the flour and cook, stirring, for 2 to 3 minutes. Stir in the mushrooms, sage, thyme, and bay leaf and season generously with salt and pepper. Reduce the heat to low, cover the pot, and simmer until the mushrooms start to soften and give up some of their liquid, about 5 minutes. Stir in the milk and cook, stirring occasionally, until the soup is hot throughout, about 10 minutes. Add the sherry, if using, cover, and simmer gently for at least 15 minutes more, until the mushrooms are very tender. Do not allow the soup to boil.


2 • The soup can be cooled in a bowl, covered, and refrigerated for up to 24 hours or frozen in an airtight container for up to 1 month. If frozen, allow the soup to thaw, then reheat over medium-low heat, stirring occasionally, until very hot.


3 • Ladle the soup into 8 warm soup bowls and garnish with a sprinkling of thyme.


Makes about 12 cups, or 8 servings



Stocking the Holiday Pantry and Freezer
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You’ll be doing more baking at this time of year, so stock up on extra flour, sugar, nuts, baking chocolate, butter, and frozen fruit or cans of fruit or pie filling. Nuts and butter can be kept for weeks in the freezer, and frozen fruit does triple duty as a dessert, pie filling, or ice cream topping. Check your supply and the expiration dates of baking powder and baking soda (see page 79 for quick freshness tests) and make sure you have enough vanilla and almond extracts, ground cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg and molasses on hand. Stock up on colored sugars, sprinkles, and other cookie decorations, including chocolate chips and raisins. If you never get around to making cookies, they’re good for 2 A.M. pantry raids. Stash a package or two of store-bought puff pastry in the freezer; it can be used to make tarts (page 46) and hors d’oeuvres (pages 8-9), among other things. For hassle-free pies, keep some refrigerated, prepared pie crusts on hand—they freeze well, too. Ice cream makes an instant dessert; dress it up with Chocolate Sauce (page 155). Consider making double batches of your favorite dishes and freezing them for later use. (Unless, of course, my family comes over. Then double batches might just cover it.)


Holidays are crunch time in the kitchen. So don’t feel guilty about buying supplies that help you take shortcuts, including precut vegetables, pitted olives, canned beans, shredded cheeses, and bottled sauces.


Look, I like “from scratch” as much as the next guy, but if I have to choose between spending time with friends and spending time slicing, dicing, and chopping, I’ll take the friends anytime. Forgive me, Mom.


For last-minute entertaining, keep emergency supplies on hand. Keep them in a case with a hammer and a glass door that says “Break in Case of Last-Minute Guests” (see Ten Things to Put on a Cracker, page 118). Essential emergency supplies include crackers, cans of smoked oysters or mussels, olives, and pickles. The Antipasti Salad (page 217) can be entirely assembled from pantry products. Freeze smoked salmon, cheeses, and sliced deli meats; thaw in the refrigerator for several hours (or overnight) before serving.


If you have room in your freezer, store a loaf of crusty French or Italian bread; wrap it in foil and warm it in a 350°F oven for about 15 minutes before serving.
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Potato Leek Soup


I really like this soup. I’ve eaten it as a meal by itself A good hunk of crusty bread and a bowl of this soup and you’re set. It’s also a nice starter for a cold-weather holiday meal.


 

4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter


3 large leeks (2¼ pounds), trimmed, cut into ½-inch pieces, rinsed well, and dried


2 medium onions, peeled and cut into ½-inch pieces


3 cloves garlic, peeled and finely chopped


1½ pounds Yukon gold or other yellow potatoes (about 4 medium), peeled and cut into 1½-inch chunks


3 (14-ounce) cans chicken broth


Salt


Freshly ground pepper


3 cups half-and-half or 2 (12-ounce) cans evaporated milk


Chopped chives, for serving


 

1 • Melt the butter in a large pot over medium heat. Add the leeks, onions, and garlic and cook, stirring, until they begin to soften, about 5 minutes. Add the potatoes and cook, stirring occasionally, for 5 minutes longer. Add the broth, season with salt and pepper, and cover the pot. Bring to a boil over high heat, reduce the heat, and simmer until the potatoes can be easily pierced with a knife, 15 to 20 minutes.


2 • Working in batches, puree the soup in a blender or food processor until very smooth. The soup can be cooled in a bowl, covered, and refrigerated for up to 2 days or frozen in an airtight container for up to 1 month. If frozen, thaw before proceeding.


3 • Return the soup to the pot, place over medium-low heat, and add the half-and-half Stir occasionally until the soup is very hot, but do not allow it to boil.


4 • Ladle the soup into 8 warm soup bowls and garnish with the chopped chives.


Makes about 12 cups, or 8 servings


NOTE: This soup can also be served cold.


VARIATION


Carrot Leek Soup


Substitute 1½ pounds carrots for the potatoes.
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No-Cook Hors d’Oeuvres for a Crowd
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A lot of food’s about to hit the table, so you don’t want folks filling up before it’s served. But you need to serve something that will stave off the ravenous and buy you a bit of extra time for putting those finishing touches on the feast. To keep snookers out of the kitchen, set out an old-fashioned “relish tray”—celery sticks, olives and radishes—with some updated additions to whet the appetite.

 	Check the condiment aisle of your supermarket for olives stuffed with slivers of almonds, with garlic, and with jalapeño peppers. Also check out the imported, brine-cured and oil-cured black olives.
 	Pickles—whether pickled cucumbers or other vegetables—add tang and crunch to your pre-dinner offerings. Your supermarket is likely to carry jars of pickled carrots, pickled asparagus, pickled green beans, and pickled okra.
 	Bowls of mini carrots, broccoli florets, and vegetable sticks (zucchini, fresh cucumbers, celery, and slices of red, yellow, and green bell peppers) are colorful additions to the before-dinner spread. Peel and cut them ahead of time and refrigerate them in plastic bags. You can serve them as-is, or with simple dips such as Blue Cheese Dressing (page 53) or Mustard-Mayo Sauce or Chile-Mayo Sauce (page 206).
 	Serve radishes with softened unsalted butter (page 25) and coarse sea salt for dipping. The butter tones down the sharp flavor of the radish.
 	Offer a selection of nuts. Toasted almonds, pistachios, cashews, and macadamias are especially festive.
 	
Slices of Italian or French bread, focaccia or other flatbreads are great for dipping. Pour some fruity, extra-virgin olive oil into bowls and season it, if you like, with chopped garlic, salt, and chopped herbs such as basil, oregano, rosemary, or thyme.

 	Arrange a platter with fresh figs or slices of cantaloupe wrapped with thin slices of prosciutto or smoked ham.
 	Selections of dried fruits—apricots, apples, pineapple—are attractive and tasty.
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Thanksgiving Salad with Parsley Dressing


Bless my Mom. Every Thanksgiving, she would make a salad. Now, there’s only so much room on your plate for food. When I was a kid, my feeling was, why waste valuable plate real estate on salad, when there’s ham and sweet potatoes to be had? But I’m older now, and more health conscious … So this one’s for you, Mom.


FOR THE DRESSING


 

½ cup packed parsley leaves


2 cloves garlic, peeled and halved


¼ cup lemon juice (from 1 to 2 lemons)


1 teaspoon dried dill


½ teaspoon celery seeds


½ teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon sugar


½ cup canola or other vegetable oil


 

In a blender, combine the parsley, garlic, and lemon juice and blend until smooth. Add the dill, celery seed, salt, and sugar and puree again. With the motor running, pour the oil in slowly, so that it is incorporated into the dressing and creates an emulsion. Cover and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes or up to 2 days.


FOR THE SALAD


 

12 cups mixed lettuces, such as red leaf, green leaf and baby spinach (6 ounces)


6 scallions, white and green parts, chopped


½ cup dried cranberries


1 cup sliced almonds or chopped pecans, toasted (page 23)


2 pears or tart apples (such as Cranny Smiths), cored and cut into ¼-inch pieces


 

Put the greens in a bowl and sprinkle the remaining ingredients on top. Just before serving, add the dressing and toss to coat the ingredients.


Makes 8 servings



Festive Juice Drinks
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Juice has it all: color, sweetness, fresh taste, and the ability to blend well with other flavors. Kids love it straight or mixed with seltzer or soda water. Adults love juice straight or mixed with almost anything but rubbing alcohol. A touch of rum, bourbon, vodka, or gin can perk up a glass of juice right nicely.


If you have a juicer, go to town. But canned and bottled juice and concentrates will serve you well, especially if you are entertaining a crowd. Below are some winning combinations; serve them over plenty of ice, and decorate them, if you ‘d like, with slices of lemons, limes, or oranges; frozen raspberries or strawberries; or maraschino cherries. For glassware, you can go plain with a set of canning jars or plastic cups, or fancy with champagne flutes. Add some jazzy straws and swizzle sticks for fun.

 	Equal parts chilled grape juice, orange juice, and seltzer.
 	One part chilled cranberry juice cocktail to 2 parts chilled ginger ale or champagne.
 	Equal parts chilled apple juice, cranberry juice, and lemon-lime soda.
 	Two parts chilled pineapple juice, 1 part chilled orange juice, 1 part chilled, brewed black tea with sugar and a squeeze of lemon.
 	Equal parts chilled grape juice and lemon-lime soda.
 	Equal parts chilled orange juice, apple juice, and seltzer.
 	
Equal parts chilled orange juice, pink grapefruit juice, and pineapple juice.

 
 



Roast Turkey and Gravy


I never had to carve a turkey before my dad passed away. That’s not to say that he didn’t hack up the turkey as much as the next guy. It just wasn’t my problem. Recently I’ve been boning up (pardon the pun) on carving. I’ve talked with several experts and a knife thrower about how to carve a turkey, but it’s really not that complicated.


Once the bird is out of the oven, let it rest on a carving board for fifteen to twenty minutes, covered loosely with foil. Then, start by finding the breastbone. Stick a two-pronged fork into the breast to steady the turkey. Take a sharp carving knife and—starting at the neck—slice down and into one breast along the breast bone. When you can’t cut anymore, slice a horizontal cut halfway across the turkey. That allows you to lift out one half of the breast white meat. Then repeat that on the other side of the breastbone. Cut the two breast halves into thin slices. As for the legs, wiggle each leg, locate the joint, and cut the legs free from the body before slicing.


We’ve all heard the fun police say not to roast your turkey with the stuffing in it. Botulism, salmonella, and cooties could bring everyone to their knees. I am stating for insurance purposes, roast your turkey unstuffed. All right, now that I’ve satisfied the lawyers, I confess that I like the stuffing in the turkey. I’ve been eating stuffed turkey for probably forty-seven of my forty-nine years on earth, and neither I nor anyone I know has ever gotten sick. You just need to make sure the stuffing reaches at least 160°F. That’s the big secret. So put the stuffing in a casserole dish instead if you’re the nervous type. Otherwise, have at it!


FOR THE TURKEY


 

1 (14-to 16-pound) fresh turkey or thawed frozen turkey


Salt


Freshly ground pepper


Stuffing of your choice (pages 20-23)


About 8 tablespoons (1 stick) unsalted butter, melted


1 cup dry white wine


 

1 • Position a rack in the oven so that the turkey—in a roasting pan—will fit inside. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Remove the neck and giblets from the body cavities of the turkey. Rinse the turkey inside and out under cold running water, drain, and pat dry inside and out with paper towels. Season both the body cavity and the neck cavity with salt and pepper.


2 • Stuff the turkey just before you are going to put it in the oven: Spoon some of the stuffing into the neck cavity and pull the neck skin to cover it, securing the skin to the body of the turkey with the thin metal pins sold in supermarkets for this purpose. Lightly spoon more stuffing into the body cavity; but do not pack it in. (Place any remaining stuffing in a buttered baking dish, cover with foil, and refrigerate until needed.)


3 • To close the body cavity, tuck the drumsticks under the band of skin across the tail end, or into the heatproof plastic or metal bracket that comes with some turkeys. If your turkey has neither a band of skin nor a bracket, simply tie the drumsticks together with kitchen string.


4 • Brush the entire turkey with about 4 tablespoons of the melted butter. Sprinkle generously with salt and pepper. Place the turkey, breast side up, in a roasting pan with sides at least 2 inches high. (If you can, place the turkey on a roasting rack—a wire cake rack will do—to keep the turkey from sticking to the bottom of the pan.) Cover the breast and the meaty part of the drumsticks with a piece of heavy-duty aluminum foil to prevent overbrowning.


5 • Roast the turkey for 15 to 18 minutes per pound, or between 3½ hours and 4 hours and 15 minutes for a 14-pound turkey and between 4 hours and 4 hours and 50 minutes for a 16-pound turkey. Baste the turkey every 30 to 40 minutes with the butter and other juices that collect at the bottom of the pan; lift the foil to get at the breast and brush on a bit more of the remaining melted butter each time. If you are using a self-basting turkey, you don’t have to baste it (but it doesn’t hurt).


6 • About an hour before you estimate the turkey will be done, remove the foil, and pour the wine into the pan. Continue to roast until the built-in thermometer pops up, or a meat thermometer—or an instant-read thermometer—inserted in the thigh registers 180°F to 185°F. If at any time during this last period of roasting the breast or drumsticks appear to be overbrowning, cover them again with aluminum foil.


7 • When the turkey is done, remove it from the oven and transfer it to a cutting board. Reserve the pan drippings in the roasting pan. Check the temperature of the stuffing: for safety reasons, it should register at least 160°F If the stuffing is done, spoon it into a serving dish and cover to keep warm. If the stuffing needs additional cooking, transfer it to a buttered baking dish and return it to the oven. (If you had leftover stuffing when you stuffed the turkey, now is the time to put that dish, covered, into the oven; bake for about 30 minutes until hot.) Cover the turkey with a large piece of aluminum foil and let rest for 15 to 20 minutes before carving; make the gravy while it rests.


FOR THE GRAVY


 

Pan drippings from turkey


Canned chicken broth (up to 4 cups)


¼ cup all-purpose flour


1 to 2 tablespoons dry white wine or dry cooking sherry, optional


Salt


Freshly ground pepper


 

1 • Pour the reserved pan drippings from the turkey roasting pan into a 4-cup glass measure, bowl, or gravy separator. Allow the drippings to stand for a few minutes so that the fat floats to the top. Skim off all of the fat and reserve only ¼ cup. Reserve the pan juices in the glass measure.


2 • Set the roasting pan over 2 burners and warm over low heat, adding 1 cup of broth to the pan and stirring to scrape up the little browned bits stuck to the bottom. After a minute or two, when you have thoroughly deglazed the pan, pour the contents into the container holding the pan juices. You need 4 cups of liquid; add enough chicken broth to reach the desired amount.


3 • In a medium saucepan, mix the reserved ¼ cup turkey fat with the flour over low heat, whisking constantly. Slowly whisk in the 4 cups liquid. When all of the liquid is incorporated, add the wine, if desired. Simmer, whisking constantly, until the gravy thickens, about 10 minutes. Season with salt and pepper. Keep warm over very low heat until needed, or for up to 1 hour.


4 • Carve the turkey, and arrange the slices on a warm platter. Drizzle with warm gravy, and pass the extra gravy in a sauceboat.


Makes 14 to 16 servings


NOTE: If you choose to roast the turkey without stuffing, you will want to add the following to the body cavity to flavor the turkey from the inside out and keep it moist: 1 onion, peeled and quartered; 2 cloves garlic, peeled and halved; 1 lemon, halved; 1 stalk celery, cut into chunks; several bay leaves and a few sprigs parsley. Roast an unstuffed turkey for 12 to 15 minutes per pound, until the built-in thermometer pops up, or a meat thermometer—or an instant-read thermometer—inserted in the thigh registers 180°F to 185°F.
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Turkey Basics
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Let’s get up close and personal with your holiday bird.


FRESH OR FROZEN?


There are advantages to both, really. Fresh turkeys are all-natural and can go from fridge to oven with little thought. But you can’t buy them weeks ahead of the big day, like you can frozen turkeys. With all the last-minute errands and cooking, you might just appreciate having the main event safely nestled in your freezer well in advance. Just remember to start defrosting it three to four days in advance (see opposite).


MY FAVORITE BIRD


Let’s face it: We’ve all had a dried-out, tough, stringy turkey at least once in our lives. You know, the kind you need to eat with a quart of cranberry sauce just to get it down? Brining—soaking the turkey in salty water overnight in the refrigerator—is the perfect way to get a juicy, moist bird. The problem is that this time of year there just isn‘t enough room in my refrigerator for a five-gallon pail.


The solution? A pre-brined, self-basting turkey. Most grocery stores carry them. The soaking step has been done for you so you get all the benefits of brining without having to do it yourself Plus, the turkey is self-basting, meaning you won’t have to reach into the oven every 30 minutes to baste the beast (unless of course you want to). This is one of my favorite hassle-free tips.
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