
9 Store-Bought Thanksgiving Shortcuts That Chefs Love Or Hate
Spoiler alert: Even pros don't cook the whole meal 
from scratch. Here's what they think of canned pie 
filling, jarred gravy and more.

There’s one thing that all chefs seem to agree on when it 
comes to cooking Thanksgiving dinner: there’s always a lot to 
do, so finding ways to save time is just as important as 
settling on the right menu.

“You have to plan in advance,” said chef Jake Cohen, author 
of the cookbook ”Jew-ish.” “There is nothing worse than 
someone who is trying to cook everything the same day. You 
have to start with a game plan, how you are going to split up the work and delegate things to other family 
members.”

To most mere mortals (that is: home cooks), that planning involves a slew of store-bought items and short-
cuts (instant mashed potatoes, anyone?) meant to ease the culinary anxiety that undoubtedly beckons as 
November rolls around.

But are these hacks worth it, or should folks try their hand at actually cooking cranberry sauce, for example?

We presented three chefs with a list of usual Thanksgiving shortcuts, from store-bought turkey to canned 
pie fillings, and asked them: yea or nay? Below, their at-times surprising thoughts. (Spoiler alert: Even chefs 
don’t cook everything when hosting holiday meals.)
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Premade gravy: Thumbs down
Chefs understand that there’s a lot of tension and hype surrounding the gravy. But they want you to 
know that if you put your mind to it, you can get it right.

A few tips: Use the pan drippings from your turkey to fortify the gravy (Cohen). Add a little flour and 
cornstarch to thicken those drippings (Attea). Prepare it as your turkey is resting (Cohen again).

Gjurasic has some words of encouragement: “People get overwhelmed, but it’s not that difficult,” he said 
about making your own gravy. “Read a few recipes and make them your own!”

Store-bought apple pie: Thumbs up
“I am a dessert fan, so give me a pie from outer space and I’ll eat it,” Gjurasic said. The other two experts 
wholeheartedly agreed: A pie from a “reputable” store might taste just as good — and, sometimes, even 
better — than a homemade one!

Cohen mentioned Costco as a good place to find one. Attea, meanwhile, sings the praises of small 
bakeries in neighborhoods all around the country. “You can even reheat it and add ice cream to it,” she 
said.

Canned cranberry sauce: Major thumbs up
It’s official: Canned cranberry sauce is always better than a homemade version. All three chefs pro-
claimed their undying passion for the product as soon as it was mentioned, and all three clarified that 
“the jelly one” is better than the kind “with whole cranberries.”

The appeal may hark back to childhood memories. “It is one of those things that, as a kid, was my favor-
ite to eat. I would have a whole bowl of it,” Attea reminisced. “I have had many homemade cranberry 
sauces throughout the years and I just find that I want the slab of canned sauce.”

Gjurasic agreed. “It’s a classic!,” he said. “It has the right tartness and right sweetness.”

Store-bought appetizers to be passed 
around before dinner: Thumbs up
Most of the chefs agreed that offering guests a few 
store-bought apps to nosh on before dinner may be a 
good idea. However, they seem to disagree on the 
types of foods worth buying.

Cohen suggested pigs in a blanket and premade dips. 
Gjurasic prefers to stay away from the former and 
“stick to simple cured meats, salami, cheese boards 
and perhaps a fruit plate with good nuts.” Attea, who 
is partial to cooking the hors d’oeuvres herself, men-
tioned cheeses, crackers, meats and olives as good 
store-bought options.

LifeAdvisor.com



LifeAdvisor.com

A weekly well-being newsletter

Store-bought, precooked turkey: Thumbs down
It seems like we can’t get away from this one: chefs believe that the heart of the Thanksgiving meal is the 
turkey — and we should try our best to cook it ourselves.

“I think that part of the excitement on Thanksgiving is that masterpiece turkey in the middle of the table, 
carved,” said Mary Attea, chef at The Musket Room in New York City. “The thing about cooked birds in 
stores is that they’re a bit overcooked and dry.”

Chef Maro Gjurasic, who helms the kitchen at New York’s Que Chevere, agreed. “You gotta make your own 
turkey, it’s the one thing you have to do!” he said.

Too scared? Gjurasic suggests considering a netted small turkey. “It’ll cook in half the time and still have 
that homemade feel. Your house will totally smell like turkey.”

Cohen, also adamant about self-prepared birds, has an alternative tip: If you’re not going to make your 
own turkey, “I think you will have better luck buying a bunch of rotisserie chickens than a premade turkey, 
because the chickens are one of the few store-bought, ready-made items that people actually love.”

Instant mashed potatoes: Thumbs down
All three chefs agree that mashed potatoes can be made in advance and rewarmed on Thanksgiving Day 
— and should therefore be made from scratch.

“I do not like instant mashed potatoes,” Attea said matter-of-factly. “I find they don’t usually taste like 
potatoes.” She suggests using sweet potatoes instead of regular ones, as the former might prove easier to 
smash.

Gjurasic goes a step further, positing that mashed potatoes are actually the result of teamwork. “I like to 
do it from scratch because I like to have people help me in the kitchen,” he said. “If your kids are running 
around, you can stick a peeler in their hands and have them help you out.” A good idea indeed.

Premade pie crust: Thumbs up (mostly)
Attea and Gjurasic, although preferring freshly baked crusts over store-bought ones, agree that purchasing 
one from the store may not be all that bad. “By dessert time, everyone is drunk and full anyway,” Gjurasic 
joked. “You can also use it as a base and build off it to make it seem like it is not store-bought.”

Cohen wholeheartedly disagrees. “Store-bought pie crust is always a no, it’s all bad,” he said. “It’s just never 
flaky, never golden enough and just not good.”

Canned pie fillings: Thumbs up
This is one of the more surprising answers we encountered. As long as the crust is a good one — whether 
purchased from a store or made from scratch — the pros seem to be OK with canned pie fillings. “If buying 
the fillings means you’re going to make your own crust, then I don’t mind,” Cohen said after his rant 
against premade crusts.

“Pie fillings are sort of like Hershey’s syrup,” Gjurasic said. “If they’re done right, why make your own?”
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Cornbread mix: Thumbs down (mostly)
Both Attea and Cohen urged home cooks to stay away from cornbread mix. “I believe it is better made 
from scratch and it is something that you can prepare the day before,” Cohen said.

Gjurasic, however, is a big fan — actually using it to make cornbread stuffing. “I also use some stock, 
sage, celery and onion,” he said.

So, this Thanksgiving, if you feel the need to take a few shortcuts, heed these chefs’ advice and figure out 
how to make your meal a little less stressful.

BONUS TIPS - Things you can prepare 1 day in advance

Mashed potatoes: Hate peeling potatoes under pressure? Good news: Your potatoes can actually
be peeled the day before and stored, covered in cold water, in the fridge. If you don’t have room in your 
refrigerator for that, you’ll have to save that task for the big day. But once you’ve got the potatoes peeled 
and in the water, on Thanksgiving Day you just need to boil and mash them a couple of hours before 
dinner. Keep them warm for service (without drying them out) in one of two ways: 1. keep your pot on the 
lowest heat setting of your burner (with the lid on) and slowly add warm cream and butter whenever they 
need it, or 2. put them in a slow cooker on the “keep warm” setting.

Stuffing: First, don’t forget that many stuffing recipes require you to leave your bread out overnight
(or even for a couple of days) to let it get stale. If you’re baking your stuffing in a casserole dish, as 
opposed to inside the turkey, you can assemble your stuffing one day in advance and refrigerate it until 
you’re ready to bake it on Thanksgiving.
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INGREDIENTS
1 pounds sweet potatoes, peeled & diced 1-inch
kosher salt

1/4 cup sour cream or full-fat plain yogurt, *see 
notes for dairy-free

2 1/2 cups chopped cooked turkey breast, skin 
removed (about 1 pound)

1/2 tablespoon olive oil
1 large shallots, chopped
2 tbsp chopped fresh parsley
2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme
2 tablespoons chopped fresh sage
2 celery stalks, chopped
4 ounce frozen peas and carrots
2 2/3 cups turkey or chicken broth
1/4 teaspoon kosher salt
black pepper
2 tablespoons cornstarch

337 Calories |  PREP TIME: 10 mins  |  COOK TIME: 1 hour 10 mins  | TOTAL TIME: 1 hour 20 mins
YIELD: Yields 4  | COURSE: Dinner | CUISINE: American

TURKEY POT PIE  WITH SWEET
POTATO TOPPING

LifeAdvisor.com

This Turkey Pot Pie with Sweet 
Potato Topping screams com-
fort food! A delicious way to use 
up your Thanksgiving leftovers.

ARE TURKEY POT PIES GOOD FOR YOU?
Pot pie can be good for you – it all 
depends on the recipe! My healthy turkey 
pot pie is made without crust and it’s 
loaded with vegetables – no butter, milk, 
or cream. Instead of using pie crust, I top 
it with mashed sweet potatoes, which 
provides fiber, protein, vitamins A and C, 
and potassium.

Nutrition Information 
Serving: 11/2 cups, Calories: 337 kcal, Carbohydrates: 33 
g, Protein: 37.5 g, Fat: 6.5 g, Saturated Fat: 2 g, Choles-
terol: 86.5 mg, Sodium: 399 mg, Fiber: 5.25 g, Sugar: 
6.5 g  Source: Skinnytaste.com



► Place the potatoes in a medium saucepan, cover with water, 1 tablespoon of salt as
you would pasta water, and bring to a boil for about 16 to 18 minutes, or until tender.
► Drain, and return to saucepan, add 1/4 teaspoon salt, sour cream and mash with a
potato masher, keep covered.
► Preheat oven to 375F with a rack in the center.
► Heat a large skillet and add oil over medium heat. Add the shallots, parsley, thyme
and sage and cook until almost soft about 2 to 3 minutes.
► Add the celery and cook until the vegetables are soft, about 4 to 5 minutes.
► Add the frozen mixed vegetables, turkey, 2 cups turkey broth, 1/4 teaspoon salt and
black pepper and bring to a boil. Stir and simmer over medium-low heat 8 to 10
minutes, stirring until the flavors meld.
► Meanwhile combine 2/3 cup turkey broth with the corn starch and mix well to
dissolve. Add to the turkey and cook over medium-low heat, stirring until thickened,
about 3 to 4 minutes.
► Remove from heat and transfer to an oven safe, deep 9 x 9-inch baking dish or deep
round pie dish. Or make them in 4 individual broiler-safe 8 ounce ramekins.
► Place the mashed sweet potatoes over the turkey filling.
► Bake on a sheet pan 20 minutes, until heated through then finish under a broiler 2-3
minutes for extra color.
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» Do it:
 Lie on the floor on your back with and lift your knees so they're at a 90-degree angle, with shins parallel 

to the floor. Reach your arms up toward the ceiling keeping 

your back and head flat on the ground. Press your lower back 

into the floor as you exhale sharply, feeling your abs engage. 

"I tell my clients to pretend there's a grape under your lower 

back and you want to smash that grape," says Henry Halse, a 

certified personal trainer and strength and conditioning 

specialist in Philadelphia. Keep squeezing your abs as you 

reach your right hand behind your head and straighten your 

left leg, all while keeping your lower back flat on the ground. 

Repeat on the other side. Do 3 sets of 8 reps on each side.
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Featured Exercise ► Dead Bug

Meet Ulliance Senior 
Wellness Account Manager
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FEATURED EXERCISE

Regular exercise can help you control your weight, reduce your risk of heart disease, and strengthen your bones and muscles. 
But if it’s been awhile since you’ve exercised and you have health issues or concerns, it’s a good idea to talk to your doctor before 
starting a new exercise routine.

ulliance.com
https://www.prevention.com/fitness/g20489673/7-exercises-you-should-be-doing/

Click here to view online!
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