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INTRODUCTION

‘It’s the most wonderful time of the year,’ so the saying goes. Sure. But it’s also the time of the year that can send even the most competent cook into a complete tailspin. With its flurry of shopping lists, conveyor-belt of guests and the endless juggle of oven shelves and fridge space, the festivities can escalate into mayhem pretty quickly (I have vague childhood memories of my mum setting her apron alight during a Christmas Eve meal-prep panic …). But Christmas doesn’t have to be a dichotomy of fairy lights or heart flutters. There is a happy medium for the conscientious cook.

The holiday period is the time for friends and family to come together and share cinnamon-laced bakes and lovingly mulled drinks. Food is the heart of so many of these gatherings – an excuse to bake for a crowd and pop the cork on copious bottles of bubbly. People crave the time at the tail-end of the year when they can finally down tools and enjoy some respite with their loved ones.

This level of expectation can come with a side order of pressure and panic, and many find the prospect of entertaining a daunting one. This book holds the key – foolproof recipes designed to work with you, not against you, from comforting baking projects to get the house smelling utterly festive, to easy canapés and snacks for hungry visitors, and manageable mains and sides that don’t demand Michelin training or an industrial kitchen. Less time spent stressing about cooking means more time to enjoy! These recipes are intended to keep the joy jar filled and keep fuss to a minimum, so you really can be the host or hostess with the mostest, without breaking a constant sweat under your comedy Christmas jumper.

With the month of December given over to frivolity, it’s important to have a reliable portfolio of canapés and nibbly bits up your sleeve. Some of the recipes are more of a patient project (the Walnut Bread Wreath with Baked Camembert, page 22, is well worth the extra effort), while others take only five minutes’ prep to keep people merrily snacking (try the Sticky ‘Everything’ Cocktail Sausages, page 25). With Spiced Nuts (page 11), Basil and Pecorino Dip (page 13), deep-fried Blue Cheese Stuffed Olives (page 14) and Dates Stuffed with Goat’s Cheese and Walnuts (page 25), there’s been some reworking of old classics alongside some more modern ideas. All will impress your guests without getting you too flustered.

For the sweet-toothed (my kind of people), turn to the baking and desserts chapters. There are bakes to keep little helpers busy in the kitchen, Speculoos Chocolate Truffles (page 29) for gifting (economical, crafty, delicious – check, check, check) and more fuss-free takes on the mince pie – go for Streusel Mince Pies (page 48) or just scrap the pie element completely and turn it into a cookie (Mincemeat Oatmeal Cookies, page 42). With desserts ranging from Black Forest Roulade (page 98) and Pavlova (page 105) to easy White Chocolate and Gingerbread Mousses (page 110) and sinfully simple Amaretti and Coffee Custard (page 97), there are copious sweet ways to end a meal, whether you’re wanting to test your culinary prowess or just after a straightforward sugar rush. Photographs accompany every recipe, so you can always see what you’re in for.

When it comes to the big day, the crucial factors are prep, scale and oven/stove rotation! All my sides are designed to feed six to eight people. The volume of each doesn’t need to be massive because the best festive spreads are made up of modest portions of multiple delicious veg or crispy things that contribute to the divine orchestra of flavours. If you know your family like to go hard on roasties but red cabbage is not on your radar, then consider scaling up your favourite sides.

Everybody does Christmas differently. I never grew up with Yorkshire Pudding (page 92) as part of the festivities, but for others it’s a must. I adore Bread Sauce (page 70), but it gets me the side-eye from my in-laws. Whatever you do with the recipes in this book, you will end up with a festive meal that is truly yours – but more importantly, truly foolproof. I’ve included the classic Roast Turkey (page 58), and some showstopping vegetarian alternatives (try the Veggie Wellington on page 61), but also a Roast Duck (page 53) – perfect if you’re cooking for a smaller group. If you’re opting for this instead of a turkey (or feeding three or four guests) then halving the quantities of the side dishes would be a sensible idea.

My first attempt at dry brining my turkey was such a tender, flavourful and juicy revelation. Teamed with using a probe thermometer to test the internal temperature, memories of a five-hour roasted turkey from my grandma’s kitchen were blown out the water. The salt works magic with the bird when it’s left to brine for 12–72 hours, and using a meat thermometer means that you can remove it from the oven and leave it to rest when its cooked to perfection, rather than two hours beyond that. As well as guaranteeing delicious meat, it’s one way of getting ahead of Christmas Day prep – something this book aspires to, to make Christmas Day as foolproof as it can be.

Preparation and timings

Where possible, I have tried to keep oven temperatures consistently to 180ºC fan (200ºC/400ºF) for Christmas Day. This means that your oven is running on one temperature and you can cook multiple dishes at once. Bear in mind that cooking times will vary slightly with a crowded oven and extra steam, so allow some leeway. My recommendation would be to prep Braised Red Cabbage (page 69) and Bread Sauce (page 70) the day before, as well as the Macaroni Cheese (page 78), if you so wish, so that it can simply be baked on the day. Your Cranberry Relish (page 74) will have been made in advance for gifting purposes, so that side is sorted. Pecan Crumble Sweet Potato (page 83) can be mashed and the pecan topping pre-prepared, and your Brussels Sprouts with Pancetta and Chestnuts (page 73) and Glazed Carrots (page 77) parboiled on Christmas Eve to be finished on the day.

For your Roast Potatoes (page 86), boiling the spuds the day before is actually beneficial for a crispy coating, so get that done – as well as wrapping your Pigs in Blankets (page 84) and preparing the Sausage and Chestnut Stuffing (page 91) and Sage and Onion Stuffing (page 89) ready for baking. Yorkshire Puddings need a hot oven, so they’re a weight off your mind if you do them a day or two ahead and then just reheat for 15 minutes on the day. If you put in some legwork on Christmas Eve (either roping in helpers, or enjoying the calm before the storm) then Christmas Day can be far more straightforward.

On the day itself, the top priority is the bird – get the turkey (or other main event) out of the fridge for an hour before cooking, then into the oven and roasting. The time it spends resting is when the sides come into play. Aim to rest the turkey for up to two hours (upside down – crucial), then work back from that to calculate your desired lunch or dinner time. Make yourself a checklist and a time plan so that you know exactly what needs to go in the oven or be reheated, and when. Enlist help – washing up as you go means a tidier kitchen. Tidy kitchen: tidy mind. Tidy mind: less risk of things going wrong.

And, of course, the Christmas spirit does not fizzle out when your main meal is done – that foodie generosity overflows into Boxing Day and beyond. I’ve included a chapter on leftovers you will actually get excited about! Filled with comfort and spice, and inspired by flavours from around the world, there’s inspiration for every last morsel of the Christmas Day spread. Ever tried a Turkey Reuben (page 130)? Now is the time to up your leftovers sandwich game!

Trying to have everything ready at the same time on Christmas Day can feel daunting, but it really needn’t be. Here are a few Dos and Don’ts for prepping and cooking that will help to minimize stress, because you deserve to enjoy the day too!

Do


	Allow enough time to carve the turkey. They’re big beasts so they take longer to carve than you might imagine. The same goes for beef, duck and ham.

	Make sure your gravy is piping hot. A hot gravy can reinvigorate any sides that have become slightly tepid, so it’s a powerful tool.

	Take advantage of Christmas Eve to do some peaceful prep. Preparation is your hall pass for being able to enjoy some smoked salmon on Christmas morning.

	Use an oven thermometer (see here). If you’re cooking roast potatoes, parsnips, two types of stuffing and pigs in blankets all at once, the overall temperature of the oven may very well drop – you might want to balance this out by blasting the temp up a little.



Don’t


	Leave things until the last minute. Write your shopping lists or arrange an online shop a little while ahead. Having that sorted will give you more headspace. Sides like the Red Cabbage and Bread Sauce will freeze fantastically (as will many of the bakes!) so you can get these made and out the way weeks ahead.

	Overcrowd the oven. If you have ten trays stacked precariously in a tiny oven, nothing is going to brown. If space is at a premium, consider fully cooking things in advance, when you have a little more time and room, and then reheat in the oven on the day. Using the microwave is definitely allowed, too.

	Be overly ambitious. If Christmas is the time of year you get to flex your cooking muscles, don’t feel under pressure to cook absolutely everything. Either limit your sides, or consider buying a few pre-prepped – staying calm is crucial to getting to enjoy the day. Trying to provide a gigantic buffet and ending up a hot mess is not what Santa ordered.



Useful equipment

Oven thermometer – to make sure your oven is keeping pace, and also useful to flag if the temperature is dropping when the oven is getting fuller. Adjust accordingly. I find that a thermometer that has a probe that sits inside the oven but a reader that sits outside is the most useful.

Meat thermometer – perfect beef and succulent turkey meat are only one gadget away. Surprisingly inexpensive, these might just be the key to your best mains ever.

Scales (and spare batteries) – for baking, specifically, measurements are crucial, so make sure you have digital scales to ensure you’re staying on track. Have spare batteries lined up so you don’t go flat halfway through a recipe!

Oven trays/dishes – make sure everything fits in your oven in advance. There is nothing so heartbreaking as trying to wedge something oversized in a tiny side oven.

Tupperware or storage containers – these items will be your best friend throughout the season – ready-made dishes, pre-prepped ingredients and leftovers, all tidily stored away in the fridge or freezer.


Key

Vegetarian (V), vegan (VE) and gluten-free (GF) recipes have been marked as such. VO indicates that a recipe can be easily made vegetarian or vegan and alternatives have been suggested in the ingredients column.
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