perfect herbed roast turkey
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Over the past 20 years, this is the recipe and roasting technique I have perfected for the juiciest, most tender and flavorful Perfect Roast Turkey!  Starting with a fresh turkey and Apple Cider Turkey Brine, savory Herbed Butter inside and outside, with fresh herbs, vegetables and an apple and orange tucked inside to create the juiciest, most flavorful turkey every.single.time.  And the Herbed Turkey Gravy is TO DIE FOR!  You will be the hero of Thanksgiving with this Perfect Roast Turkey with Herbed Turkey Gravy!  
If you've never roasted a turkey before, or if you've roasted too many that were dry and with no flavor, this is the fail-proof recipe you'll come back to over and over again.  This recipe has all of my tips and tricks as well so you'll have turkey perfection every time.  Make sure to read through the entire recipe before you start, gather all of your ingredients together, and let's get roasting that turkey!  And we'll never tell anyone else just how EASY it is to make a Perfect Herbed Roast Turkey!
INGREDIENTS:

12 – 18 pound whole turkey* (I prefer Butterball Fresh Turkeys)

Apple Cider Turkey Brine (see Snowflakes & Coffeecakes recipe)

Herb Butter

8 tablespoons butter (room temperature)

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon dried parsley 

1 tablespoon dried  thyme leaves 

1 tablespoon dried rosemary 

1 tablespoon garlic powder

2 teaspoons onion powder

1-1/2 teaspoons black pepper

For Roasting:

2 onions (peeled and quartered)

2 stalks celery (chunked)

2 carrots (chunked)

1 orange (unpeeled, cut into quarters)

1 apple (unpeeled, cored and cut into quarters)

2 cloves garlic, peeled

1 sprig/bunch fresh thyme 
1 sprig/bunch fresh sage 

1 sprig/bunch fresh rosemary 

1 sprig/bunch fresh parsley 

kosher salt & freshly ground pepper
2 cups chicken broth (low sodium)
Herbed Turkey Gravy:

3 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 tablespoons Herbed Butter 

1/3 cup sifted flour

4 cups turkey drippings/juices
HOW I MAKE THIS:
FIRST, DECIDE WHAT KIND OF TURKEY YOU WILL BE USING:

I always recommend a fresh, NOT frozen turkey, because frozen turkeys are often pre-brined, which means salt is added to preserve the turkey.  For this recipe, DO NOT USE a kosher, self-basting or pre-brined turkey.  

HOW SHOULD I THAW A TURKEY?  If you aren't able to buy a fresh turkey, don't make the mistake of waiting until Thanksgiving to thaw your turkey, or even waiting a few days before.  Frozen turkeys can take 3-5 days to thaw in the refrigerator, and our brine takes a day, so plan accordingly!  Give yourself plenty of time.  The safest and most convenient way to thaw a turkey is in the refrigerator.  Place turkey in a roasting pan to catch any juices from the packaging.  The general rule is 24 hours for every 5 pounds.  If you have a 16 pound turkey, allow for 3 solid days for defrosting, 1 day for brining, and 1 day for caution - just to give yourself a little wiggle room.  A defrosted turkey is completely safe in your refrigerator for a couple of days.
TWO DAYS BEFORE ROASTING:

· PREPARE APPLE CIDER TURKEY BRINE according to Snowflakes & Coffeecakes recipe directions; refrigerate overnight.
ONE DAY BEFORE ROASTING:
· Remove the turkey’s giblets, neck and tailpiece – look in both cavities and make sure you remove everything so that you don’t have any surprises when serving!  New food safety guidelines suggest that you don’t rinse your turkey, but I’ll leave that up to you.  If you do rinse your bird, pat dry with paper towels.
· Next, place your turkey in a large brining bag.  You can use actual Brining Bags, but I've had huge success using Reynolds Oven Bags (Turkey Size).  I highly recommend double bagging your turkey in case the bag punctures or leaks.  Once your turkey is in the bag, pour the cold Apple Cider Turkey Brine over the turkey.  Make sure the brine fills the cavity of the turkey, and covers the entire turkey.  If your bag needs more liquid to cover the entire turkey, top it off with equal amounts of apple juice and ice water.
· Squeeze out any extra air and seal the bag tightly.    You will now let the turkey brine for 16-24 hours (the general rule of thumb is 1 hour per pound of turkey).  If the brine doesn’t cover the turkey, be sure to flip the bag every 4 hours.  If the vegetable drawer of your refrigerator is big enough, it is a great place to brine your bagged turkey.  If your refrigerator space is limited, then place your turkey in the brining bag in a cooler or large bucket and surround with ice packs.  Rotate turkey every 4 hours.  (I prefer the cooler method, as I can place ice around the turkey brining bag, shut the top and not worry about it at all. If you're roasting more than one turkey, the cooler method is the only way to go!)
ROASTING DAY:

1. To remove the turkey from the brine, place the bag in your kitchen sink and cut the bag open.  Thoroughly rinse the turkey with cold water, including the cavity, for at least 5-10 minutes, inside and out, to get rid of excess salt.  Next, place turkey, breast side up on wire rack set in a large roasting pan and thoroughly pat dry with paper towels.  Place the turkey uncovered in the refrigerator for at least 30 minutes while you prepare the Herb Butter.   This will give the skin a chance to dry out a little bit, which will give you crispier skin during roasting.  
2. PREPARE HERB BUTTER:  Mix all Herb Butter ingredients together in a medium bowl.  Set aside 2 tablespoons of Herb Butter in another small bowl, cover and refrigerate.  

3. Preheat oven to 400 degrees and arrange a rack in the lower third of your oven.  
4. PREPARE TURKEY FOR ROASTING:  Season the turkey’s cavity with kosher salt and pepper, place fresh herbs into cavity.  Stuff the onion, celery, carrot, garlic, apple and orange inside the breast cavity as well.
5. Gently loosen the skin on the turkey’s breast by gently running your fingers between the skin and meat, taking care not to tear the skin.  Loosen the skin on the breasts starting at the large cavity end and go halfway, then rotate the turkey and repeat on the other side until all the breast skin is loosened.  

6. APPLY HERB BUTTER:  Using your hand, place 1/3 of the Herb Butter mixture evenly UNDER the skin of the breast, gently press on the skin to spread the butter evenly; rotate turkey and spread another 1/3 of the Herb Butter on the other breast side.   (You can also use the back of a wooden spoon, but your hand just works easier for this task so that you don’t rip the turkey skin.)
7. Spread or slather the remaining 1/3 Herb Butter over the top of the turkey including drumsticks and wings.  Flip the turkey over so it is BREAST SIDE DOWN on top of the roasting rack. (NOTE: If you are using a turkey roasting bag rather than a roaster, place 2 tablespoons of flour inside roasting bag and then place turkey in roasting bag BREAST SIDE DOWN.)

8. Tuck wings behind back of the turkey and tuck tips of drumsticks into skin at tail to secure (if they are not already secured).  

9. Pour 2 cups of chicken broth into bottom of roasting pan and place in oven.

ROAST TURKEY:

10. Roast the turkey BREAST SIDE DOWN at 400 degrees for 45 minutes uncovered.  Remove pan from oven and turn oven temp DOWN to 350 degrees.  Wearing silicone oven gloves or using 2 bunches of paper towels, rotate turkey so that it is now breast side up.  
11. Baste the bird with pan drippings every 30 minutes.  If it looks like the chicken broth is getting low, add 2 cups water to bottom of roasting pan.  Continue to roast until the breast temp reaches 165 degrees and the thickest part of the thighs reaches between 170 and 175 degrees.  To take the temperature of the thigh, insert the thermometer into the inside of the thigh – making sure not to touch the bone.  Confirm the temperature by inserting the thermometer in both thighs.  Allow about 12 minutes per pound for roasting or refer to the following: 
WEIGHT TOTAL                   ROASTING TIME

     8-12 pounds                             1.5 to 2 hours

   12-16 pounds                              2 to 3 hours

   16-20 pounds                          2.5 to 3.5 hours

   20-25 pounds                              3 to 4 hours

12. Cover turkey loosely with heavy duty aluminum foil once the turkey is golden brown to prevent the skin from burning.
13. Remove the turkey from the oven, keep tightly covered with foil and let it rest 30 to 45 minutes before carving.  If you prefer crispy skin, don’t cover at all.
PREPARE TURKEY GRAVY:

14. To make the most easy and amazingly flavorful turkey gravy, start by skimming off the fat.  The easiest way to do this is to scrape the bottom of your roasting pan good, to make sure you get all of the turkey drippings - the deeply flavorful rich scrapings from the bottom of the roasting pan boast concentrated flavor that will give you the best gravy flavor.  Add contents of roasting rack (drippings and liquid) to a degreasing separator with a spout to skim off fat when poured.  Pour bottom liquid broth into a large measuring cup until you reach 4 cups; set aside.

15. Add 3 tablespoons of unsalted butter and 1 tablespoon of reserved Herb Butter to a medium heavy saucepan and melt over medium-high heat.  Add the sifted flour and cook for 5 minutes, whisking constantly (this will create a gravy roux).

16. Slowly whisk in 4 cups of reserved turkey drippings/broth.  If you have less than 4 cups, add water to equal 4 cups.  Bring to a boil, then reduce to a simmer and stir constantly until thickened, about 20-25 minutes.  TASTE the gravy and add the remaining Herb Butter if you want even more flavor; season with salt and pepper to taste.   
CARVING THE TURKEY:

17. ALWAYS rest your turkey for 30 minutes after removing it from the oven. This will let the meat relax and ensure it stays moist.  If you slice it straight from the oven, the juices will run out and you’ll have a dry turkey after all your hard work!

18. First, remove turkey legs and wings.  Pull each drumstick away from the body and slice between the breast and the drumstick, bend it back until the bone pops out of the socket and then cut through the joint completely.  
19. Cut along both sides of the breastbone, from one end of the turkey to the other.  Remove each breast from the bird with one deep slice down both sides, then place on your cutting board and cut slices on an angle crosswise.  This will keep the meat moist!  

20. Remove dark meat from bottom of turkey and slice into chunks.  

RECIPE NOTES:

· WHAT KIND OF TURKEY SHOULD I USE?  I always recommend a fresh, NOT frozen turkey, because frozen turkeys are often pre-brined, which means salt is added to preserve the turkey.  Costco always has fresh turkeys available during Thanksgiving; you can also order fresh and not frozen turkeys from your local butcher in the weeks leading up to Thanksgiving and pick it up when you need it.  For this recipe, DO NOT USE a kosher, self-basting or pre-brined turkey.  
· WHAT SIZE TURKEY DO I NEED?  The basic rule of thumb is 1-1/2 pound of turkey per person.  If you want leftovers, or have big eaters coming to your house, plan on 2 pounds per person.  In other words, to feed 12 people, you’ll need an 18-pound turkey.  This formula will give you generous leftovers – and isn’t that the best part of Thanksgiving?
· HOW SHOULD I THAW A TURKEY?  If you aren't able to buy a fresh turkey, don't make the mistake of waiting until Thanksgiving to thaw your turkey, or even waiting a few days before.  Frozen turkeys can take 3-5 days to thaw in the refrigerator, and our brine takes a day, so plan accordingly!  Give yourself plenty of time.  The safest and most convenient way to thaw a turkey is in the refrigerator.  Place turkey in a roasting pan to catch any juices from the packaging.  The general rule is 24 hours for every 5 pounds.  If you have a 16 pound turkey, allow for 3 solid days for defrosting, 1 day for brining, and 1 day for caution - just to give yourself a little wiggle room.  A defrosted turkey is completely safe in your refrigerator for a couple of days.
· WHAT IS BRINING?  Brining is a method of marinating that uses salted water to increase the moisture, and seasoning and aromatics to increase flavor, which both help the turkey retain moisture and flavor during cooking.  According to America's Test Kitchen, they found that turkey roasted straight out of its package will retain about 82 percent of its total weight after cooking, but a brined turkey will retain about 93 percent of its total weight after cooking.  This is 11% more juices, which means more tender turkey!  Turkey is by nature a lean meat, so it needs extra help in the moisture and flavor department.  Brining is the best way to season and infuse your turkey with moisture and flavor, because it actually changes the molecular structure of the bird.  The salty brining solution makes the turkey moister by hydrating the cells of its muscle tissue before cooking, via the process of osmosis, and allows the cells to hold onto the moisture while they are cooked. The salt is left in the brine solution, not the bird.  Brining does NOT make the roasted turkey taste salty - you will rinse the turkey after brining before cooking.  
· WHAT KIND OF SALT SHOULD I USE?  I recommend sea salt for the Apple Cider Turkey Brine because it has wonderful flavor, and kosher salt for roasting the bird.  Kosher salt is twice as strong, so if you must use it in the Apple Cider Turkey Brine, cut the salt measurements in half.  If you do use a frozen turkey, cut the sea salt in the brine by half.  DO NOT USE a kosher, self-basting or pre-brined turkey.   
· HOW DO I BRINE A TURKEY?  I usually prepare my Apple Cider Apple Brine the day before I want to start brining my turkey.  Next, prepare your turkey by removing the neck, giblets and tailpiece.  You'll want to do this in your sink, as a lot of juices will be released when you open the turkey bag.  

Next, place your turkey in a large brining bag.  You can use actual Brining Bags, but I've had huge success using Reynolds Oven Bags (Turkey Size).  I highly recommend double bagging your turkey in case the bag punctures or leaks.  Once your turkey is in the bag, pour the cold Apple Cider Turkey Brine over the turkey.  Make sure the brine fills the cavity of the turkey, and covers the entire turkey.  If your bag needs more liquid to cover the entire turkey, top it off with equal amounts of apple juice and ice water.

Squeeze out any extra air and seal the bag tightly.    You will now let the turkey brine for 16-24 hours (the general rule of thumb is 1 hour per pound of turkey).  If the brine doesn’t cover the turkey, be sure to flip the bag every 4 hours.  If the vegetable drawer of your refrigerator is big enough, it is a great place to brine your bagged turkey.  If your refrigerator space is limited, then place your turkey in the brining bag in a cooler or large bucket and surround with ice packs.  Rotate turkey every 4 hours.  (I prefer the cooler method, as I can place ice around the turkey brining bag, shut the top and not worry about it at all. If you're roasting more than one turkey, the cooler method is the only way to go!)

The next day, remove the turkey from the brine, place it in the sink and cut the bag open.  Thoroughly rinse the turkey with cold water, including the cavity, for at least 5 minutes to get rid of excess salt.  Next, place your turkey on a roasting rack set in a roasting pan and thoroughly pat dry with paper towels.  Place the turkey uncovered in the refrigerator for at least 30 minutes while you prepare the Herb Butter.   This will give the skin a chance to dry out a little bit, which will give you crispier skin during roasting.  
· WHY HERB BUTTER?  Even though our turkey will be wonderfully moist with flavor from brining, it's time to take it to the next level.  We'll be using Herb Butter to moisten the turkey, infuse it with savory flavor and give us a golden brown skin.  To make Herb Butter, whisk together softened butter, olive oil (to prevent the butter from burning), a spoonful of Dijon, and plenty of savory seasonings - parsley, thyme, rosemary, garlic, onion and black pepper.  Herb Butter is multi-dimensional, flavorful and balanced.  You'll be using Herb Butter for both roasting the turkey and in the Herbed Turkey Gravy.  You may want to make extra, as it is delicious in mashed potatoes and served with warm dinner rolls!
· ROASTING SECRETS:    Roast your turkey on a rack placed inside a roasting pan, which is essential to elevate the meat evenly for even cooking and browning.  Next, place 2 cups of chicken broth on the bottom of the roasting pan to enhance moistness and flavor.  We'll add more water later if needed so that we'll have plenty of broth for our incredibly flavorful gravy.  
· START WITH BREAST SIDE DOWN!  For the moistest turkey, we're going to start by roasting the turkey BREAST SIDE DOWN because dark meat needs to cook for a longer period than the white breast meat, and this will help keep the delicate breast meat wonderfully juicy.  We'll flip our turkey after 45 minutes and reduce the heat from 400 to 350 degrees.  Cooking at a slightly higher temperature initially gives the turkey a crisp skin, and lowering the temperature for the remaining cooking time keeps the turkey from drying out.  
· TO BASTE OR NOT TO BASTE?  Basting is optional.  If you like crispy skin, then don’t baste your turkey at all.  I usually baste every 30 minutes for the first half of roasting time, and then only a couple of times during the last half of roasting.
· DO I NEED A MEAT THERMOMETER?  Absolutely!  I always recommend a digital instant-read thermometer if you have one.  Brined turkeys cook much faster than not-brined turkeys, so you will rely on your meat thermometer for perfect roasting.  Without a meat thermometer, there is no accurate way to know if the turkey is cooked through. Measure the temperature on the inside of the thigh – making sure not to touch the bone.  

· ROASTING TIME FOR BRINED TURKEYS:  This is a general guideline on cooking by the pound for BRINED TURKEY – but you should start checking your turkey at least 30 minutes before the times suggested below:
              WEIGHT TOTAL                   ROASTING TIME

                   8-12 pounds                             1.5 to 2 hours
                 12-16 pounds                              2 to 3 hours

                 16-20 pounds                          2.5 to 3.5 hours

                 20-25 pounds                            3.5 to 4 hours

· TIPS TO KNOW WHEN YOUR TURKEY IS DONE:  Don’t be afraid of a little pink meat – just because a slice of turkey has a pinkish tint, it doesn’t necessary mean that it’s underdone. The red or pink color in poultry comes from the red protein called myoglobin in the muscle cells that store oxygen.  As long as the meat meets the required temperature on your thermometer, it’s perfectly safe to eat.  Dark meat does take longer to cook that white meat, as turkey legs are fattier and denser. 

· DO I NEED TO LET THE TURKEY “REST”?  Once your turkey has reached the required temps for both white and dark meat, remove your turkey from the oven.  It is critically important to let it rest for at least 30 minutes – 45 minutes is even better!  Cover it tightly with foil and try to be patient.  If you prefer crispier skin, skip the foil altogether.  When turkey cooks, the juices are forced away from the heat to the middle of the turkey.  Resting gives it time to reabsorb the juices; otherwise they dribble out when you slice, and the meat will be dry.  Be patient - now is the perfect time to make your Herbed Turkey Gravy!  
· CAN I USE A TURKEY OVEN BAG RATHER THAN ROASTING?  You can, but you won’t have the same crispy skin that you will get by oven roasting.  You also won’t be basting your turkey during roasting.  Bake breast down for the first half hour, then flip the entire bag over so that the turkey roasts breast-side up for the remainder of your cooking time.  Make sure to cook according to the instructions for your turkey cooking bag, keeping in mind that a brined turkey will cook faster than a non-brined turkey, and a turkey cooked in an oven bag will cook much faster than a roasted turkey – so adjust your cooking time accordingly and make sure to use a meat thermometer so that you don’t overcook your turkey.  
· NEVER A GRAVY CRISIS:  Don’t panic, gravy can usually be saved!  To fix lumpy gravy, pour it through a fine sieve.  If it’s too thick, gradually whisk in a little turkey stock to loosen.  Simmer thin gravy over medium-high heat until it thickens or add a mixture of equal parts of flour and butter while whisking until it thickens.  A splash of cooking sherry Worcestershire sauce or even soy sauce will add depth of flavor to a bland gravy – make sure to taste with every addition!   A greasy gravy can be rescued by skimming off as much fat as possible with a wide-flat spoon or a fat skimmer.
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