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WHEN I WAS A KID, every Christmas seemed to burst with pent-up anticipation: presents, cookies, stockings, playing with my cousins, days off school. On Christmas Eve, I couldn’t contain my excitement—it seemed morning would never come.

Fast-forward a few years (who’s counting?!). I’m often so caught up in the grown-up rat race that I feel a bit of dread and anxiety mixed with that happy eagerness. I need to buy that, bake this, make that—and wrap it all up with a pretty bow! Enter the amazing team of experts here at GH (or maybe I should call them elves!). They have the power to solve all our holiday dilemmas. Amazingly, when I look through the stunning ideas and inspiring shortcuts we’ve pulled together in this latest edition of The Good Housekeeping Christmas Cookbook, I go from stressed to excited.

Here are all our best tools, tips, shortcuts, and sanity-soothers in one single book. You’ll find a bounty of triple-tested holiday recipes—more than 300 of them! Appealing appetizers, gorgeous soups, and festive salads will kick off your celebration. For a sumptuous main course, choose from turkey, roast, or even vegetarian options, along with irresistible side dishes and dressings. And save room for desserts: stand-out cakes, homey pies, and puddings, plus cookies—
both traditional favorites and newcomers like Dulce de Leche Sandwiches and Matcha Spritz—are all here. We’ve also included a nostalgic flashback to the pages of Good Housekeeping’s Christmases past.

But there’s more to Christmas than food! You’ll find ideas for creating dazzling Christmas trees and ornaments, festive garlands, welcoming wreaths and outdoor lights, cheerful centerpieces, and beautiful tabletops, plus fun and inventive gift wraps to make the season bright.

We also tell you everything you need to know about entertaining: tips on setting a formal table; the best way to make your silver gleam; a chart outlining how much food it takes to feed your crowd; the easiest ways to prep and clean up when the party’s over. To get holiday-ready, start with “The Great Christmas Countdown” on this page—an eleven-day plan that helps you break down all your holiday to-do’s.

I can’t wait to share the latest update of this ultimate Christmas sourcebook with you. It’s guaranteed to bring back the merry, and give you a stress-free season full of happy new memories you’ll cherish forever.
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Jane Francisco

EDITOR IN CHIEF
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Spread the Joy!

CROWD-PLEASING RECIPES, SPARKLING DECORATIONS & ENTERTAINING IDEAS TO MAKE THE HOLIDAYS FESTIVE & BRIGHT

Christmas is the most anticipated of holidays—and with good reason. The season is filled with memorable feasts, an abundance of sweets, decorations that sparkle both indoors and out, and a whirlwind of parties and presents. Most of all, no matter how you and yours celebrate, it’s a time to get together—and share the joy—with family and friends.

Here at Good Housekeeping, we can’t promise you snow, but in The Christmas Cookbook, we deliver all the rest.

Start with “The Great Christmas Countdown,” an eleven-day plan to amp the fun factor and curtail your stress. From shopping and meal planning to setting the table, it breaks down all your to-do’s leading up to the big day. Then we move on to holiday entertaining, sharing our expertise on everything from setting a formal table to how much food you’ll need to feed your crowd. And in “Christmas Cleanup,” we deliver strategies to whip your house into shape—both before and after the party.

In the chapters that follow, we’ve collected more than 300 of our all-time favorite holiday recipes, plus a glittering array of festive decorations and crafts to help you deck out your home in style. “Festive Beginnings” gets the party started with delightful appetizers, first courses, and drinks—plus how-tos for making gorgeous wreaths. “The Main Event” serves up a selection of showstopping roasts, buffet-perfect dishes, and tabletop inspiration.

Of course, we haven’t forgotten the sides—or the all-important Christmas tree; “Sideshows” and “All Through the House” round up irresistible options for both. “Sweet Finales” features everyone’s favorite course: dessert. From cakes, pies, and puddings to cookie recipes and decorating tips, we provide sweet satisfaction. We wrap things up with a chapter on gourmet food gifts, stunning gift wraps, and practical advice on getting presents to friends and family right on time.

Along the way, we share lots of advice on every-thing from stocking the bar to hosting a cookie swap. After all, we’ve been celebrating Christmas at the magazine since 1885—we’ve had a long time to develop our credentials in all things merry and bright!
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Beef Tenderloin with White Wine Sauce
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Pomegranate Margaritas
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Tree Line
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Fresh Cranberry-Orange Mold
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Lemon Meringue Drops
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Roasted Sweet & Sour Brussels Sprouts
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Dress Your Table in Red and White
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Pumpkin Crème Caramel
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Mail-Order Ham

THE GREAT CHRISTMAS COUNTDOWN

When you were growing up, you may have been asked to help with prep and cleanup, but until you host a holiday meal yourself, you don’t truly appreciate the days or even weeks of planning and prep required. To make entertaining easier, we’ve divided out all the to-do’s over eleven days, from planning the menu to serving it. Instead of stressing out with last-minute kitchen chaos, follow this plan and you’ll be able to relax and enjoy the party.

But before we launch into the count-down, check your guest list. Invite local friends and family one month before Christmas Day—make that two to three months for out-of-towners, who will need the time to make travel arrangements and hotel reservations. Or, if they’re staying with you, you’ll want to know ahead of time so you can figure out sleeping arrangements.

December 15th: Check in with Your Guests

If guests haven’t confirmed that they’re coming, check in with them now. Make sure to ask if they’re bringing any children, friends, new significant others, or pets—if furry guests are welcome in your home (if not, make it clear now). For those who can’t commit yet, give them until the twentieth to confirm. If they offer to bring food, agree on what dishes they will contribute. If they need suggestions, email them a recipe once you’ve finalized your menu.

December 16th: Select the Menu

Will it be a formal sit-down dinner with a plated first course, entrée, side dishes, and elegant dessert? Or do you plan to pass platters around the table family style, or let guests serve themselves from a buffet? The serving style you choose will help drive your menu plan. As you select the dishes, keep in mind how much oven, stovetop, and microwave space you have available, and consider what each recipe will require.

Begin by gathering recipes for holiday favorites you like to make every year, then throw some new dishes into the mix. (You’ll find more than 300 enticing options right here!) Shop for the ingredients for any new recipes today, and prepare them for your family over the next couple days—they’ll let you know if they’d enjoy eating them again. If your guests agreed to bring food, be sure to include these dishes on your menu list. And, if you’ve invited guests with special dietary needs, work in a selection of dishes they can enjoy. That includes vegetarians, who may be used to feasting on side dishes, but would surely be grateful if you included a meatless main on your holiday menu. For more tips, see “Christmas Menu Planning” on this page.

December 17th: Order the Turkey or Roast

Decide which type of turkey (fresh or frozen?), ham (smoked or fresh?), pork roast or beef (tenderloin or standing rib?) to serve and how much to buy (see “How Much Do I Need?” on this page). If you’re ordering a turkey or roast from your butcher, do it today. Ditto if you’re ordering a precooked ham online. Place all orders for catered appetizer trays and bakery pies or desserts, too.
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CHRISTMAS MENU PLANNING

Holiday meals are a time to think big. A juicy turkey, succulent ham, or standing beef rib roast are all suitably grand centerpieces—the choice often depends on family tradition.

Then make that sideboard groan with accompani-
ments, from mashed potatoes and stuffings to Brussels sprouts, cranberries—and don’t forget the gravy! After dinner, bring on the desserts: cakes, pies, puddings, and cookies. In the chapters that follow, you’ll find irresistible recipes for all of these items.

What makes for a winning Christmas menu? Plan for a variety of colors, textures, and flavors. If your main dish is a whole side of salmon, don’t start the meal with a seafood pâté. And if you’re serving roasted sweet potatoes with your roast beef, add a bit of crunch with broccoli.

The majority of dishes should be those you’ve cooked and enjoyed in the past. Take advantage of dishes that taste even better made ahead. It’s also smart to include some dishes on the menu that freeze well.

Consider how much time you’ll need to spend in the kitchen, and incorporate some food prep time-savers accordingly. Avoid including more than two dishes that will require your last-minute attention. Convenience foods like storebought piecrust; canned or boxed broth; peeled, deveined shrimp; and heat-and-serve ham can all free you up to enjoy the party. For meal-planning inspiration, see our “Holiday Menu Ideas” on this page.





December 18th: Take Stock of Your Supplies (and the Guest Room)

Pull out the table linens you plan to use and the hand towels for the bathroom. Are they faded? Have they developed mysterious spots? Wash accordingly. If they’re too far gone (or the thought of scrubbing a tablecloth makes you want to weep), snap up some stain-resistant tablecloths and inexpensive hand towels while you’re running errands this week.

Pick up some plastic containers; they’ll hold prepared items before the meal and leftovers afterward—and make good doggie bags for guests. Also get extra foil and plastic wrap, kitchen twine, trash bags, paper towels, and toilet paper (if you haven’t already found this stuff on sale). Consider buying the nonperishable grocery items you need now, too, to shorten the inevitable marathon-shopping trip next week.

Inspect the guest room—by sleeping there. It’s the easiest way to find out what’s missing (a reading lamp? comfy pillows?). Also, straighten it up now to avoid a mad scramble later. (If guests will sleep on a sofa bed, vacuum the mattress and underneath the cushions.)

December 19th: Grocery Shop, Sharpen Your Knives (and Choose an Outfit!)

Compile a list and shop for all nonperishables, including pantry staples that may be running low. Look for sales in your local circulars and stock up on other holiday musts—paper goods, candies, mixed nuts, beverages, inexpensive toys to entertain kids, batteries for the camera.

Assess your cooking equipment, china, cutlery, and serving dishes. Is the vegetable peeler dull? Are the pot-holders frayed? Plan to buy or borrow what you’ll need. Take inventory of your carving tools. If needed, sharpen them or buy new ones.

Choose your outfit for Christmas Day. It should look good but be comfortable enough for cooking and entertaining. Drop the clothes off at the dry cleaner’s if necessary. Nothing to wear? Hit the mall. (If you don’t own an apron, pick up one of those, too—prepping a Christmas dinner can get messy.)

December 20th: Purchase Wine and Beverages (and Finalize RSVPs)

Stock up on wine (or order it online, unless that’s a no-no in your state). Choose a red and a white, and buy in multiples. Plan what nonalcoholic beverages to serve, for both kids and adults who don’t want to drink. If you plan to serve cocktails before dinner, now is a good time to check your bar and restock as necessary (see “Stock Up Cheat Sheet” on this page for guidance). Do you have enough glasses? (If it’s a very large group, buy cheap ones in bulk or go for recyclable plastic.) Pick up some drink tags, so guests can easily keep track of their drinks, and coasters if you’re concerned about getting rings on your tables.

Wrap up the guest list: You gave any undecided guests a one-week deadline to respond—that’s today!

December 21st: Prepare Make-Ahead Dishes (and Select Some Tunes)

Cook the dishes on your menu that will freeze or refrigerate well. Make as many as you can tonight, and plan on preparing the balance over the next two days. Casseroles, soups, cranberry sauce, piecrusts, and cookies are all good candidates for freezing.

Iron linens that need it and lay them out, if you have the space, so they won’t rewrinkle.

Create a play list of Christmas favorites for the big day. If your kids are into music, they might enjoy taking on this task. Just be sure to screen their selections to make sure they’re holiday appropriate.

December 22nd: Plan the Table Settings (and Polish Your Silver)

Set out your serving dishes and utensils and label them with Post-it notes (e.g., “Brussels sprouts here”). If you need tabletop inspiration, see “Dining Merry and Bright” on this page. Enlist your partner or kids to make place cards, wash platters, and polish silver, if you’re using it. That way, they’ll be free to run errands for you and take out the trash the morning of the party. (Once silver is clean, wrap it in tissue, then place in airtight plastic bags to keep it tarnish-free.) Be sure to sharpen your knives—and not just the roast carver. All your kitchen work will go more smoothly.

If you have a frozen turkey or roast, move it from the freezer to the fridge to thaw. Prep any ingredients that will last for two to three days, like chopped onions or fried bacon for the stuffing, and bag them. Continue to make dishes that can be refrigerated or stored until Christmas Day.



CHRISTMAS DAY WINE TASTING

If your holiday menu is traditional, the dishes will run the gamut from sweet potatoes to tart cranberries to a savory gravy. With so many flavors on the table, you’ll complement them better by serving several different wine varieties rather than just one.

For Starters: Begin the feast with a food-friendly Riesling. It’s balance of sweetness and acidity makes it a perfect match for almost any appetizer or first course you put on the table.

Main Attraction: For the full spread, choose a white and a red and let your guests mix and match. If turkey is the centerpiece of your meal, a Sauvignon Blanc that’s light but brimming with fruit flavor is a perfect partner.

If you like a hearty red, choose a peppery Shiraz. It will even harmonize with the bold spices of a chutney or cranberry sauce. Or choose a full-flavored Merlot—it’d be especially tasty with mushroom stuffing.

Final Notes: No celebratory meal is complete without dessert—a sweet wine makes it even more festive. A sweet (but not cloying) Muscat is perfect with pies, from pecan to pumpkin.
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FORMAL PLACE SETTINGS

There is a proper way to set a table. Break out your china, crystal, and silver flatware, and follow this step-by-step guide to arranging your table for company.

Start off with festive table linens. It’s up to you—a tablecloth, runner, or placemats all can work. Cloth napkins, whether plain white or matched to your cloth, add an elegant touch.

Each place setting should have a dinner plate or liner plate, also called a “charger.” This will add a little height and a nice border to the main dishes. On top of that, place the salad plate and follow that with a folded napkin. If serving soup, place the bowl on top of the salad plate. Next, the utensils are placed in order of usage from outer to inner. To the left of the plate, place the dinner fork and to its left, the salad fork.

On the right side, place the knife with the blade facing in and then a soupspoon, if needed. The bottom edge of the utensils should be lined up with the bottom rim of the plate or charger. If you like, a small bread plate with a butter knife can be placed above the forks to the upper left of the dinner plate.

A dessert spoon can be placed directly above the dinner place setting at a perpendicular, with the handle facing to the right.

The water glass is placed directly above the tip of the knife. If serving wine, a wineglass is then placed at about a 45-degree angle to the right of the water glass and above the soupspoon. If two wines are being served, place the additional wineglass to the right of the primary wineglass.

When setting for the dessert course, remove everything except the water glass and the dessert spoon. And don’t forget to provide a teaspoon for coffee or tea.
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December 23rd: Shop for Perishables (and Prepare for Spills)

Shop for all fresh fruits, veggies, and other perishables you’ll need to complete your menu. Prepare a make-ahead gravy that will save you time on the big day (for recipe, see this page). Chill white wine and make or buy extra ice.

Thaw frozen make-aheads in the refrigerator, like that piecrust you made two days ago. Prepare the filling and make the pies.

Finally, charge up your hand vac (or just have your broom and dustpan handy)—so you’re ready to cope with those unavoidable spills.

December 24th: Cook Some More, Defrost, and Set the Table

Roast or steam the vegetables. Let them cool and then store them in resealable plastic bags in the fridge. Defrost any refrigerated pies or desserts. Decide who will carve the bird or roast; “Carving a Roast Turkey” and “Carving a Rib Roast” on pages 135 and 117 provide pointers. We’ve gathered all of the help lines you can call in case of a cooking emergency on the big day (see “When In Doubt” on this page). Make sure you have easy access to this list.

You’ve already planned your table; now set it so you don’t have to deal with that tomorrow. See “Formal Place Settings,” opposite, for an overview of what goes where. Place and label trivets with what dish will go where.

Lay out your outfit for the next day, or pick it up from the dry cleaner’s if you haven’t already.
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MAKE YOUR SILVER
FLATWARE SPARKLE

Here are two methods that make polishing silver less of a chore.

The Good Way

Gather a few thick, soft cloths and silver polish. Always follow your product’s label directions, but typically, you’ll start by putting a dab of polish onto the cloth, dampened if needed.

Rub the polish onto one utensil at a time, going in an up-and-down, not circular, motion to avoid highlighting fine scratches. Work polish into tight areas (between fork tines and into pattern crevices). Turn the cloth frequently as you work, so tarnish isn’t deposited back on your silver. Depending on the amount of tarnish, it’ll take anywhere from 45 seconds to a few minutes per utensil.

Rinse the cleaned items in warm water; buff to a shine with a clean, dry, soft cloth.

The Good Enough Way

This faster method uses a reaction between aluminum foil and tarnish, where the latter “jumps” from the silver to the foil. Note: Don’t use this method for pieces with hollow handles.

Line a plastic (not metal) basin with aluminum foil, shiny side up. Place the silverware inside. Make sure all pieces are contacting the foil or touching a utensil that is.

Sprinkle in ¼ cup washing soda (from grocery or hardware stores). Pour in 1 gallon boiling water. Stir and let the silver soak 10 to 15 minutes.

Wearing rubber gloves, remove the silver. Rinse, and buff with a clean, soft cloth. For very tarnished items, repeat the process.







MICROWAVE TO THE RESCUE!

Did you know that your microwave can cook a pound of just about anything in four to six minutes? And that’s only one of its tricks. So when your stovetop and oven are fully occupied, here’s how to do some holiday micro-management.

Steam string beans. Cook 1 pound green beans and a few tablespoons water in a covered casserole for 4 to 6 minutes until tender-crisp.

Cook cranberry sauce. In 2-quart casserole, combine a 12-ounce package of fresh cranberries, ¾ cup sugar, and ¼ cup orange juice or water. Cover with lid or vented plastic wrap, and microwave 7 to 11 minutes until cranberries pop.

Make a crunchy piecrust. Mix 4 tablespoons softened butter, 1 cup cookie or graham cracker crumbs, ¼ cup finely chopped nuts, and 2 tablespoons sugar. Press onto the bottom and side of a 9-inch glass pie plate. Microwave 2 to 3 minutes until firm.

Brown nuts. To toast nut pieces, pile ½ to 1 cup in glass measure or bowl (don’t spread them out on a plate as if they were on a cookie sheet in the oven). Heat 1½ to 2½ minutes or until lightly colored and aromatic—and don’t forget to stir them a couple of times during microwaving.

Poach pears. In a 2-quart casserole, heat ½ cup sugar, ¼ cup water, and 2 tablespoons lemon juice 2 minutes to dissolve sugar. Arrange 4 peeled pears on their sides in the syrup, with stems pointing to the center. Cover with a lid or vented plastic wrap, and cook 10 to 12 minutes or until fork-tender.
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Prepare bread-crumb topping. In a glass measuring cup, combine 1 cup dried bread crumbs and 1 tablespoon oil or butter. Toast 1½ to 2½ minutes until browned. It’s important to stop and stir twice.

Bake sweet potatoes. Prick 4 medium sweet potatoes, then place on turntable and zap 10 to 11 minutes until soft.





December 25th: Finish Cooking (and Enjoy the Feast!)

In the morning, get the turkey or other roast into the oven, cook the potatoes (you can keep mashed ones warm in a slow cooker), and make the stuffing and any veggies you haven’t prepared yet. Whip the cream for dessert; chill. And don’t forget to fill a spray bottle with cold water for zapping stains when they happen.

In the afternoon, add the drippings to the gravy and bring the cranberry sauce to room temperature. If you haven’t kept the potatoes warm in a slow cooker, reheat them in the microwave right before serving (see “Microwave to the Rescue!,” opposite, for other convenient uses). Transfer your turkey or roast to a platter. Remove desserts from the refrigerator an hour before serving. Reheat pies in a 350°F oven for 15 minutes and prepare coffee to go with them. If you have the oven space, warm the serving plates there. Otherwise, run them under the hottest water available and quickly dry them just before dinnertime.

Serve, then sit down and enjoy the meal with your guests! You’ll of course need to keep an eye out for platters that need replenishing or wineglasses that need refilling. Ask a close family member or best friend to help with that and assist in clearing the table and serving the dessert and coffee or tea. When the meal is finished, we’ve heard of a tradition we think all house-holds should institute: Those who cook don’t clean up!
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Potato Gratin with Gruyère
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Old-Fashioned Pecan Pie
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REMEMBER, IT’S JUST A TURKEY

Some families traditionally serve a pork crown roast, ham, or a prime rib of beef for Christmas dinner, but for many of us, turkey’s always the centerpiece of the meal. Whether you’re a ﬁrst-timer or a seasoned holiday cook, our tips will help you prepare and roast the Christmas bird with confidence.

What to Buy

Frozen turkeys are widely available and often on sale during the holidays. Some are prebasted to enhance juiciness. You can buy them well in advance of Christmas, but you’ll need to allow enough time for them to thaw before you put them in the oven (see “How to Thaw,” below).

Fresh turkeys are preferred by many people but are usually more expensive, have a shorter shelf life, and may need to be special-ordered. Don’t buy one more than two days ahead of the big day.

Organic turkeys are raised and fed without the use of antibiotics, hormones, or artificial flavors or colors. It is against the law to use hormones on any turkey, so even frozen nonbranded birds will be hormone free. Free-range turkeys are allowed access to feed outdoors.

Kosher turkeys are available fresh and frozen. They’re salted as part of the koshering process, so no additional salt is needed. This process makes the meat tender and juicy, similar to the results you’d get from a brined bird.

How Much to Buy

Estimate 1 pound uncooked turkey per person to ensure enough meat for Christmas dinner and for sandwiches later on. For quantities for stuffing, mashed potatoes, and other essential side dishes, see the chart “How Much Do I Need?” on this page.

How to Thaw

Remove giblets and reserve for the gravy.

The best way: Place frozen turkey (still in packaging) in a shallow pan on the bottom shelf of the refrigerator. Allow 24 hours thawing time for every 4 to 5 pounds. A thawed bird can keep up to 4 days in the fridge.

Last-minute solution: Place a still-wrapped turkey in a large cooler or bowl and submerge in cold water. Allow 30 minutes of thawing time per pound and change the water every 30 minutes. Cook turkey immediately.

How to Stuff

The best way is to bake stufﬁng separately in a shallow casserole in the oven alongside the turkey. If you prefer to stuff the bird, follow these guidelines:

Make sure the turkey is fully thawed.

Mix ingredients just before using and stuff loosely into the cavity to allow room for expansion.

Roast the turkey about 30 minutes longer than an unstuffed one.

Check that the internal temperature of the stufﬁng reaches 165°F.

How to Roast

Place the turkey (breast side up) on a rack in a large roasting pan in an oven preheated to 325°F. If you don’t have a rack, place 2 or 3 large carrots crosswise underneath the bird to ensure good heat circulation.

For moist meat, cover with foil from the start—but remove foil during the last hour of roasting for browner, crispier skin.

Basting with pan juices isn’t necessary, but it will help with browning after the foil is removed.

Roast turkey 3 to 3¾ hours for a 12- to 14-pounder. (That’s around 15 to 17 minutes per pound for an unstuffed bird.)

Use an instant-read meat thermometer to test done-ness. Turkey should be taken out of the oven when the thickest part of the thigh (next to but not touching the bone) reaches 175°F and the breast reaches 165°F. Keep in mind that temperature will rise 5°F to 10°F upon standing.

If the turkey is fully cooked earlier than expected, wrap the entire bird and pan with foil and place a large bath towel on top to keep it hot and moist for 1 hour.

Never leave at room temperature longer than 2 hours.

How to Safely Store Turkey Leftovers

The pie has been served, the table is cleared, the dishes await. If you’re tempted to curl up in front of a good movie and leave cleanup for the rest of the gang, at least put the turkey away first.

Store it within two hours of serving. “Bacteria grow rapidly at room temperature, and refrigeration will not eliminate microorganisms that have already grown,” says Sandy Kuzmich, PhD, the GH Institute’s Chemistry Director.

Leftover turkey can be refrigerated for 3 to 4 days. In the freezer it will keep for 4 months (plain) or 6 months (in broth or gravy). Here are some additional pointers for safe stowaways:

Take all meat off the carcass and store in serving-size packets or shallow containers. The smaller the portion, the faster you can thoroughly defrost and reheat it. (To refrigerate the packets, wrap meat in plastic wrap or foil and place in self-sealing plastic bags. To freeze, use same procedure but with freezer-weight bags.)

To thaw leftover turkey, place it in the refrigerator overnight. To warm, stir in hot gravy just to heat through. Or stir frozen turkey shreds or small pieces directly into soups at last minute; cook just until hot.



WHEN IN DOUBT

If you’re having a turkey meltdown…

Try these phone numbers and Web sites for help.

Butterball Turkey-Talk Line
800-288-8372, November 1 to December 29; butterball.com.

USDA Meat and Poultry Hot Line
888-674-6854; www.fsis.usda.gov/education.

Reynolds Turkey Tips Hot Line
800-433-2244, November 1 to December 31; reynoldskitchens.com/holiday-central.asp. And, if you have any cranberry-related questions, you can get help here.

Ocean Spray’s Consumer Affairs Hot Line
800-662-3263; oceanspray.com.
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HOW MUCH DO I NEED?

Cooking for a crowd can be daunting— you may know how much stuffing to make for eight people, but how much for twenty? Our at-a-glance guide provides quantities for holiday basics.
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CHRISTMAS CLEANUP—FROM BEFORE TO BEYOND!

Decorating the house for the holidays is always a pleasure. Cleaning it up before guests arrive and after they leave—not so much. The good news: We’ve gotten it down to a science. See our tips for fast pre-party fixes and quick cleanup.

Ready, Set Guests!

Company’s coming—in twelve minutes. Tackle these hot spots before the doorbell rings: a cluttered entryway, disheveled living room, and not-quite-spotless bathroom.

Overhaul the front hall. Grab a laundry basket, storage bin, or large shopping bag to serve as a junk receptacle, plus a plastic grocery bag and microfiber cloth. Load up your bin with any shoes, gloves, or hats that litter the foyer. Stash hall-table clutter that could get lost (mail, keys) in the plastic bag; put the bag into the bin. While you’re near the door, shake doormats outside. Flip on the light for an indoor cobweb check; flick webs off with the cloth (don’t worry about ones too high up—chances are, visitors won’t notice them once they see your smiling face). Take your bin and keep moving—3 minutes.

Put the living room in order. Next stop: where guests will hang out most. Keep filling the bin with kids’ toys, newspapers, and anything else that doesn’t need to be here. Run your microfiber cloth over the coffee table and other dusty surfaces, like the TV screen. Pile magazines or books into neat stacks on the end tables; gather all of the stray remotes in one place. Plump up throw pillows and chair cushions (even easier: flip the latter, if possible). Use a clean corner of the microfiber cloth to nab any obvious clumps of pet hair or dust stuck to upholstery or carpeting. Drape throws to hide dingy chair arms or furniture stains. Drop off the bin in the laundry room or a nearby bedroom, or hide it in a closet; swap the cloth for a few paper towels. Move on to the bathroom—4 minutes.

Fake a super-clean bathroom. Tuck stuff from the vanity into the cabinet or drawers, and close the shower door or stretch out the curtain (sure, nosy guests may still snoop inside, but at least you’ve cut down on visual clutter). Wet a paper towel with rubbing alcohol to both clean and shine, and wipe down the mirror, faucet, sink, and countertop. Use a new alcohol-dipped towel to go over the toilet seat and rim. Clean up spots and hair from the floor with a third water-dampened paper towel. Finally, put out fresh hand towels. Make a round-trip to the kitchen with the wastebasket to dump it into the larger trash can—5 minutes.
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MAKE IT EASIER

These organizers and cleaning supplies will make tidying up even quicker.

• Add a shoe bag to the inside of your entryway closet door: It makes a great stash spot for hats and gloves, unopened mail, and (yep) shoes when you’re picking up in a hurry.

• Store a pet-hair-removal tool, in a living room drawer or cabinet, so it’s handy.

• Premoistened disinfecting wipes like those from Clorox, which are ready for cleaning right out of the canister, will speed up any job.





Crystal-Clear Solutions

Wonder how to make your special glasses and candlesticks sparkle with all the other demands of the holiday season? Here are our fast fixes for spots on stemware, sediment inside narrow-neck vases, and melted wax stuck to candleholders. Before you begin, gather the following tools: white vinegar, a plastic basin, a lint-free towel, baking soda, dish liquid, ammonia, white rice, and a delicate scrub sponge.

Clarify cloudy glasses. Nothing dresses up a holiday dinner table more than beautiful crystal goblets. If yours are looking foggy, hard water is most likely to blame. To remove deposits—no scrubbing required—put 2 cups warm white vinegar (microwave for about two minutes) into a plastic basin. In this, place two glasses, on their sides, for about three minutes, turning to make sure they are bathed in warm vinegar all around. Remove glasses, rinse in clear water, and dry with a lint-free towel. If any spots remain, moisten the glass and sprinkle on some baking soda. With your fingertips, lightly polish it inside and out; rinse and dry.

Deep-clean decanters. When that elegant fluted wine pitcher or slim vase caught your eye in a store, you probably didn’t wonder how you’d clean it. But if red wine or cut flowers have left behind sediment that’s impossible to reach, try this: Fill the vessel halfway with very warm water. Squirt in a little dish liquid and add 2 tablespoons ammonia. Pour in about ½ cup white rice and swirl the mixture so the rice “scrubs” the sides of the glass. Let it sit a few minutes to dissolve the residue, and swirl again. Empty, rinse with very warm water, and dry with your lint-free towel. Place the decanter upside down on a rack to allow the interior to drip and air-dry.

Remove wax drips. Candleholders encrusted with melted wax look as if they belong in a thrift shop rather than on your holiday buffet. To quickly remove the clumps from the crevices of cut crystal, fill a basin with hot water and immerse the holders (or place them upside down if the bases are covered with cloth). Let soak several minutes, then peel off the softened wax. If needed, use a delicate scrub sponge or even your fingernail for any stuck-on bits. Wash the wax-free holders in hot, sudsy water; rinse; and dry. Another option, if you have the time: Put caked-up candlesticks in the freezer for two to three hours. The brittle wax will easily chip off; wash and dry.
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DECORATING DISASTERS—SOLVED!

Whether the cause is a frisky pet, cavorting kids, or a klutzy moment of your own, sometimes holiday trimmings go down instead of up. Here are some helpful tips to make cleanup less of a chore for when they do.

Broken glass ornaments. Don rubber gloves and gather up the larger chunks of glass into a folded piece of newspaper; tape it closed and place in trash. Skip the fuss of a dustpan and brush; use pieces of soft bread or a dampened paper towel to quickly collect any remaining shards. Vacuum the spot (and a few feet around it, to ensure you’ve gotten everything); then search for and pick up any fallen ornament hooks before your kids or pets find them.

Spilled glitter. After you’ve collected mounds of glitter with your vacuum cleaner’s hose—no brushes attached—either replace the bag or empty and clean the canister. These tiny particles can get stuck in the filter or clog the bag, reducing suction. Run a lint roller across the floor or carpet to pick up any remaining sparkles. Wipe the bottoms of your shoes (and also your kids’) with a damp paper towel to prevent glitter from being tracked around the house.





So Long, Soot!

Old ashes piled up in the firebox? Black soot on the glass, or smoky stains on the surrounding brick, marble, or tile? If your fireplace is sending smoke signals that it needs a scrub, here’s the quickest way to get it done—without putting a damper on your day.

Trash the ash. A wet/dry vacuum with a disposable bag will handle the job once the pile has cooled at least four days. But if you don’t have one of those heavy-duty suckers, do this instead: After the ash is completely cool, sprinkle it with damp tea leaves or coffee grounds to cover the stale smell and keep down dust (so you won’t inhale it). Then scoop the pile with a fireplace shovel (don’t worry if you can’t get it all—leaving an inch or two behind is fine), and dump it into a metal can or a bucket. Discard the mess outside, ideally in a metal trash container, but definitely away from the house.

Clear things up. To remove light soot or a cloudy film from glass doors, mix a solution of equal parts white vinegar and warm water and pour into a spray bottle. Spritz a bit on a paper towel and dip it into the fireplace ashes to use as a gentle abrasive. To finish, spray glass and wipe clean with a micro-fiber cloth. If soldered-on gunk won’t budge (and if you really care), scrape it away with a razor blade.

Brush it off. If you have smoke stains on your fireplace facing, begin by squirting them with water—it’ll keep the cleaning solution from soaking in too fast (this is particularly important with brick). Then dip a brush in a solution of ¼ cup all-purpose cleaner to 1 gallon water; give spots a quick scrub; rinse with a clean sponge; let dry. For marble or other stones, squirt with water, then go over the surface with a soft cloth dipped in mild dishwashing liquid and water. Rinse and wipe dry. One exception: If brick facing is more than 50 years old, it may crumble if you scrub with a cleaner. Just vacuum the surface with your soft-brush attachment.
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MAKE IT EASIER

Buy the right equipment—or hire a pro to take care of the job.

• Have tools at the ready. Buy a dust mask, a metal bucket with a lid to contain ashes, and a commercial cleaner designed to remove soot and smoke stains from brick, stone, and glass (all products are available at local hardware stores or home centers).

• Hire an expert. Consider scheduling an appointment for an annual chimney checkup with a professional sweep certified by the Chimney Safety Institute of American (csia.org).







THE PARTY’S OVER STAIN GUIDE

Our guide to stain removal on carpets, fabric, and upholstery covers all the most common holiday spills: red wine, cranberry sauce, candle wax, chocolate, and gravy. Here’s what to do—at the fatal moment and the morning after.

RED WINE

RIGHT AWAY

Quickly blot with clean cloth before sponging with cool water, if safe for fabric. Another trick: Dab with white wine to neutralize red. If on carpet, cover with a pile of salt and let absorb overnight (cover pile with a small bowl to keep guests from tracking).

THE DAY AFTER

For tablecloth or washable clothing: Rub a little laundry pre-wash or liquid detergent into remaining stain; wash as usual with fabric-appropriate bleach.

For upholstery: If water-safe, sponge with 1 tablespoon hand dish-washing liquid mixed with 2 cups cool water; rinse and blot dry. Otherwise, use dry-cleaning solution, like Afta Dry Cleaning Solvent and Spot Remover from Guardsman (800-516-0195, guardsman.com).

For carpet: Vacuum salt, if used, then make a mixture of 1 tablespoon each hand dish-washing liquid and white vinegar with 2 cups warm water. Apply with sponge and blot until stain disappears; rinse and blot dry.

For all water-safe fabrics: Try Wine Away Red Wine Stain Remover (888-946-3292, wineaway.com).
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CANDLE WAX

RIGHT AWAY

Wax is easier to remove once dry. Blow out candle and keep partying. If you’re determined to stain bust immediately, freeze wax by applying ice wrapped in small plastic bag, then proceed as instructed at right.

THE DAY AFTER

For tablecloth or washable clothing: Gently scrape off as much hardened wax as possible. If colored candle, sponge drips with solvent-based dry-cleaning fluid (see “Red Wine”). Place paper towels over and under stain then press with warm iron, replacing paper towels often until all wax is transferred from carpet to towels. Rub in liquid laundry detergent, then wash in warm or hot water, adding chlorine or oxygen bleach. If any color from candle wax remains on fabric, rewash.

For upholstery and carpet: Follow same steps as above, except for laundering; for carpet, fluff fibers when done.

CHOCOLATE

RIGHT AWAY

Scoop up any melted chocolate with spoon to keep it from soaking in more.

THE DAY AFTER

For tablecloth or washable clothing: Apply laundry prewash and work into stain with fingers. Launder in hot water with fabric-safe bleach.

For upholstery: Sponge with dry-cleaning solvent (see “Red Wine”) or, if safe for fabric, 1 tablespoon hand dish-washing liquid mixed with 2 cups cool water. Sponge with cold water to rinse; blot dry.

For carpet: Sponge with dry-cleaning solvent, then use same solution as for upholstery, but with warm water. Rinse and blot dry—or better yet, leave to a pro.

CRANBERRY SAUCE

RIGHT AWAY

Scrape up excess with a spoon and sponge with cool water, if safe for fabric.

THE DAY AFTER

For tablecloth or washable clothing: Soak stain for 15 minutes in a mixture of 1 tablespoon white vinegar, ½ teaspoon liquid laundry detergent, and 1 quart cool water. Rinse. Sponge with rubbing alcohol, if necessary, then launder, using bleach if needed.

For upholstery: If water-safe, sponge with 1 tablespoon white vinegar mixed with ⅔ cup rubbing alcohol. Sponge with cold water to rinse, then blot dry. Otherwise, use dry-cleaning solvent (see “Red Wine”).

GRAVY

RIGHT AWAY

Scrape off as much as you can to contain spill. If tablecloth has multiple stains, after dinner apply laundry stain remover and soak overnight in washing machine filled with warm water, enzyme detergent, and fabric-safe bleach.

THE DAY AFTER

For tablecloth or washable clothing: If tablecloth has been soaking, drain washing machine next morning; launder in hottest water possible, adding bleach if necessary (choose regular or color-safe as appropriate). If not soaking, apply laundry prewash product to stain and launder tablecloth in hottest water that’s safe.

For upholstery or carpet: Sponge with dry-cleaning solvent until stain disappears; blot dry.





Fast, After-the-Feast Cleanup

Once guests go home, it’s just you—and the mess. Here’s how to tackle leftovers, from a crumb-covered table to an overflowing trash can and dirty dishes in the sink.

Clear the table. If you only have the energy to get one room in shape tonight, the dining room is the easiest to accomplish. Take any remaining dishes, cups, and serving utensils into the kitchen. Then gather up the tablecloth, and shake crumbs over the kitchen sink or garbage can, or just take a step out your back door and toss the crumbs in the yard or nearest flower bed. Carry all the table linens to the washing machine. Fill it with warm water, add detergent, and leave the items to soak overnight (if you have a spare second, scan the fabrics for stains—red wine, gravy—and pretreat before soaking); you can finish the cycle in the morning.

Deal with leftovers. Food that you would normally refrigerate shouldn’t sit out at room temperature for more than a couple of hours. So toss anything that’s been out longer. Cover any leftovers you plan to keep with foil or plastic wrap before refrigerating (most baked goods can stay out once covered or wrapped); if needed, transfer food to smaller airtight containers the next day when you have more time.

Take out the trash. If there’s room in the kitchen trash can, scrape dishes as well as cooled grease or unwanted gravy from pans into it—it’s faster than emptying the sink to get at your garbage disposal, and better for your pipes, too. Seal up the bag; set by the back door. You can haul it to the outdoor garbage can in the morning.

Conquer the counters. Last, tackle what’s left in and around the sink. Squirt grimy pots and pans with dishwashing liquid, and fill with very hot water. Set them aside on the counter overnight—this extended soak will make them much easier to hand-wash later. Fill empty space in the dishwasher with dirty plates, glasses, and flatware, but don’t bother to prerinse, because the machine will do the work for you (yes, really). Add the detergent and start the cycle. With any remaining dinnerware items, rinse and stack neatly in the sink. They’ll get their turn at the dishwasher tomorrow.
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MAKE IT EASIER

Just a little bit of preplanning will save you loads of time later.

• Double- or triple-line the trash can, so you already have a clean bag in place when a full bag is removed.

• Have your kids or partner unload the dishwasher before the guests arrive, so you’ll have an empty machine ready to go for the after-dinner cleanup.

• Line broiling or roasting pans with foil before using, so baked-on bits, grease, and drippings are easily tossed away.





Christmas Decoration Storage Ideas

The stockings may still be hung by the chimney with care, but Santa’s come and gone—and it’s time to un-trim the tree before every last needle drops off. So recruit the family, crank up the carols one last time, and make the takedown (and next year’s put-up) less painful.

Get packing. Start by packing away decorations in customizable storage that doesn’t cost a thing, such as grocery- or liquor-store castoffs. Tape an old holiday card onto each box, so you can easily spot it in the attic or basement, and add a label. That way, you don’t have to look through ten boxes just to find the tree topper.

Salvage storage. If your original ornament boxes are dented disasters (or you just forgot to save them), don’t worry. Ask your local liquor store for wine boxes with cardboard dividers, which you can fold and cut as needed. Then layer two to three ornaments wrapped in tissue paper into each slot, placing heavier ones on the bottom. Also, look around the house for storage ideas: egg cartons for tiny trinkets, plastic produce containers or shoeboxes for bigger baubles, paper-towel tubes for garlands.

What if you have an artificial tree but not the box it came in? Stow the faux foliage in an inexpensive, oversize duffel bag to keep the tree clean and its branches from being crushed during the off season.

Handy hanger. Treat wreaths with the same care you give your favorite party dress. Slip the hoop over the neck of a coat hanger, then cover it with a plastic dry cleaning bag to prevent a year’s worth of dust from building up. Hang the wreath in a closet or from a beam in your attic.

Bright idea. Wind unwieldy strings of lights around coffee cans, and toss replacement bulbs in the cans. Cut an X in the plastic top, and stick the plug through. Label each string with masking tape and a marker to remind you which lights go on the tree and which wind around doorways.

Keep vs. Toss

• Keep stockings—and not the kind that hang from the mantel: Old hosiery can protect specialty candles from getting damaged. Slip knee-highs over the pillars to keep them dust-free. Then, nestle them in tissue paper to prevent dents or scratches, and stow away from heat or pressure, which can melt or warp the wax.

• Toss newspaper padding. While it might seem eco-friendly to wrap fragile ornaments in yesterday’s news, the ink can smudge decorations. Opt for white tissue paper (colored sheets can bleed) or plastic grocery bags.

• Keep notes about your decorations: what worked, where they went, what you need to replace—even Santa makes a list! Stash the info in the box you’ll open first.
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