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THANKSGIVING: MAKE A BAD DAY A GREAT DAY

 

Thanksgiving is coming-- again!  It ranks as the most horrific, stressful and angst ridden meal of the year.  The media concentrates on the problems instead of the fact that it is a festival to be greeted with enthusiasm.  It is a special day of the year that should be enjoyed enthusiastically.  To read some writers the meal is guaranteed to ruin the diets of Americans causing any and all serious health issues from Diabetes to bad hair.  It is absurd that one meal could do so much damage. Go to the table knowing that this is a special occasion and should be shared with joy. And for you siblings who think this is the time to share your feelings, frankly it is not-grow up.  A feast day is a day to enjoy the good things in life, not to try to find reasons to hate it.

 

So here are some tips to make it a joyful event rather than a Stephen King novel.
First: Don't go!

If you need to travel halfway across the country by car, plane, train and snow shoes; stay home.

If you can get to Grandma's house in a couple of hours, go for it.  Love it.  But if it means packing adults with children into cars onto planes etc and traveling more than 12 hours in each direction, reconsider the need.  It can be wonderful to spend time as a family even an extended family with in-laws, cousins, etc.  But why do it during the worst travel time of the year? 

How about waiting for a better time?  During the summer I know families who have family weekends, everyone gathers to enjoy an extended weekend,  Travel is easier, the weather is nicer, sometimes, the opportunities for activities is greater, there is less chance of half the crowd plunked in front of a television.  There is a much greater opportunity for families to be -FAMILIES.  What more could you ask for?  There are smaller crowds, better travel issues, less expensive flights and a good possibility the employees of the travel companies will be nicer.  It will be better, especially if you can avoid the occasional hurricane. Of course spring or fall can work if it can be scheduled during school vacation weeks.

 

Second: Make it simple

Faites simple was the byword of one of the greatest chefs of all time, Auguste Escoffier.  In other words select a menu that makes sense.  Do not turn this into a host's nightmare with days if not weeks of worry.  Questioning whether you must make this because Sam likes it.  Or thinking you cannot use an ingredient because the new daughter -in-law says she is allergic, but in truth does not like it, or perhaps, more accurately, doesn't like anything, except being noticed.  

 

Plan your menu ahead.  It is not only alright to repeat last year's successes but also a good idea.  This is not the time for experimentation with fussy dishes or adding unusual ingredients to something as pertinent as mashed potatoes.  

 

If you are expecting others to bring dishes, make sure they can make them.  I was at an event some years ago where the relatives from Rhode Island, noted for always being late, arrived with the acorn squash.  Only she had not cooked them and dinner was due to start in less than an hour.  So barely cooked squash was served because they did not want to offend her!! My answer is that you plan a doable meal for yourself and let them bring a dessert or an hors d'oeuvre only if you feel confident in their ability. Otherwise say; "Oh you are so kind, but I would appreciate a bottle of Grand Echezaux". Ok, that may be a bit over the top, but suggesting a reasonably priced particular wine to go with the menu is nothing but courtesy.  It is no help to say oh, just bring some wine; you may end up with a less than wonderful selection simply because they do not know what to buy.

 

Third: Accept the reality

Thanksgiving is an orange/yellow meal.  Green is not needed.  If someone thinks they must have a salad, let them go home and make their own.  It is a meal that is supposed to celebrate the foods of the season.  So root vegetables, winter squashes, potatoes, or yams, carrots, mushrooms; are all great offerings.  Please forget that green bean mess made with canned soup.  No one really likes it.  Brussels sprouts can work but why bother since they are best when freshly cooked. Summer foods are out of season so no unripe tomatoes, broccoli from Chile etc.

 

This means and this is the real point of this essay is that if you are smart you can do most of the work ahead of time.  All you need to do on the day is roast the turkey, make the gravy and accept the accolades.  Most of the vegetables dishes can be frozen, or made a day or two before and heated while the turkey is resting.  The vegetarian in the crowd should be pleased with mashed potatoes, baked yams with maple syrup and acorn squash with pecans as an example.  And to my thinking the best part of the meal.  Lord, do I love stuffing.  I do stuff my turkey and often make a different dressing as well. Of course they are the same thing, but the stuffing is inside the bird and the dressing is baked as a casserole.  You can make one dressing with brown rice, mushrooms, cranberries etc. for the vegetarians or use whole meal bread for the rice and perhaps throw in some toasted walnuts. Yum!

 

Fourth: Plan ahead

This perhaps should be First.  Plan for the turkey to come out of the oven an hour before serving; tent with foil in a draft free warm area and let it rest for an hour.  You now have the oven available to heat the vegetables.  So, after you have made the gravy from the drippings from roasting the bird. have a glass of wine While the mushrooms soup warms as a starter.  Follow the plan and you can enjoy the hors d'oeuvres along with everyone else.

 

When it is time to serve, place your hand on the bird and if it is not hot, you can put it back into the oven for a few minutes while enjoying the first course.  The density keeps the interior meat warm and you only need to warm the exterior.  If you are a carver or there is one in the family, then it makes some sense to carve the bird in the dining room.  If not, return the bird to the kitchen.  I set the cutting board in a baking sheet to catch the juices.  In the privacy of the kitchen I can carve the bird and arrange the slices on a platter, while some members of the group, or hired help, pass the vegetables.  Put the pies that are better served warm-in my book cheesecake is not part of Thanksgiving,  nor is chocolate, except as a confection after the meal-into the oven to heat. Pass the turkey,  sit down and enjoy the meal.  

 

Fifth: Clean up            

This can be a cause of serious irritation.  You do the dishes one way and aunt Grace does it her way.  Since you did the work, you can say please enjoy yourselves at the sink and go have a few minutes of quiet time.  Or face the fact that some people no matter how well intentioned are just terrible at cleaning up.  If you are a neat freak, then set aside an area for the "helpers" to put the soiled dishes.  That is not the kitchen sink.  You need to have that available until you are ready to do the washing.  Point out that they never stack plates in the dining room.  Carrying one plate in each hand with the silver is the rule.  Ask young children to help it makes them feel important.  Nothing makes teenagers feel important so do not push it.  In the kitchen have a pot of warm soapy water for the silver and make sure they do not stack silver and plates together unless you love chipped Wedgewood.

 

Remember that all family members can help, so make sure everyone knows their job. That does not include watching television.  So hide it or put your foot through the screen.  Let them tape the game for later viewing if you want to be kind. This is the time to actually be a family and share time together learning the history of the family and future goals of younger members. 

 

So to all of you, CELEBRATE!

   
