
~ Old Fashioned Lemonade
~ Focaccia Bread
~ Green Salad with Herbed Vinaigrette
~ Cheesy Potatoes
~ Brisket or Grilled Tri-tip
~ Chocolate Cheesecake

A make-ahead
Holiday
meal
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As I think back over the meals of birthdays and holidays 
past, the ones that stand out as the most peaceful and the 
most enjoyable were the ones when I wasn’t slaving in the 
kitchen trying to get the food ready. In fact, the Easter din-
ner that was most memorable was the one in which I 
cooked all the food the day before. Having the food prep 
ready before I even got out of bed that morning made the 
day go smoothly and calmly.

After all, when there is a special event, such as Christmas 
or Easter, many of us mamas are too busy finding the 
dress socks to go with the church shoes that were here 
last night and somehow have disappeared by the time 
we’re supposed to get out the door for church. The last 
thing you want to worry about is food. It’s hard to be the 
hostess with the mostest in those situations.

And, I’ve spent many a Christmas or Easter afternoon as a 
guest at someone else’s house, starving while we waited 
for the meal to be completed. I’m just saying.

Yes, a make-ahead holiday meal is a blessing to both 
hostess and guests alike.

The Rationale: Why Would You Cook 
A Fancy Meal Ahead of Time?

A Make-ahead holiday Meal
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You can prepare this menu the day before or you can prep many of 
the items up to a month in advance and freeze them. Please read 
the directions carefully. Some things cannot be frozen. But, they can 
all be prepped the day before. Either way, you’ll have a great tasting 
meal.

On the following pages you’ll find a shopping list as well as a time-
line of when to prepare the different menu items. You’ll also find 
some delicious recipes that our family knows and loves. 

As with all important events, I suggest you have a back-up plan in 
case of food emergencies: a broken refrigerator, an oven that does-
n’t heat, etc. But, most of all, enjoy the day. Be prepared to laugh if 
things don’t go according to plan.

Included in this download:
Recipes - This is one of the most oft-requested meals at our house, 
made with Tri-tip. I am aware that the availability of this roast is lim-
ited in other parts of the country. While it’s a bargain protein in my 
backyard, that is not the case elsewhere. So, I’ve included a brisket 
option that I have made many times when we lived in The Land of 
Expensive Tri-tip. 

Shopping List - Hopefully, what I consider “pantry staples” are in-
gredients that you are familiar with. But, I’m a foodie, so it’s possible 
that one or two may be a unique item.

A Holiday Meal Time Line - Getting food on the table in a timely 
manner is tricky. I’m still working on this. Things happen. But, intel-
lectually, I know that if I walk through the food prep backward and 
calculate when to make what, I’ll have a better chance of each dish 
reaching the finish line within a few minutes of the others.

Freezer Cooking Instructions - Many of these dishes can be made 
ahead. Some can even be frozen so that you can prepare them 
weeks in advance and save time later.

So, What’s In Store?
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Pantry Staples:
Olive oil
Sugar
Yeast
Vanilla Extract
Flour (unbleached and 

whole wheat)
Salt (regular and coarse)
Garlic Powder
Dried Oregano
Dried Thyme 
Dried Tarragon
Dijon Mustard
Soy Sauce
Garlic
Black Pepper
Cornflakes
Croutons
Cream of Chicken Soup (2)
Chocolate Graham Crackers
Chocolate Chips

If you’re making a 
brisket, you’ll also need:
Tomato paste
Paprika

If you’re making the 
tri-tip, you’ll also need:
Rice vinegar
Crushed red pepper
ginger
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Grocery Shopping List

Fresh Produce:
Lemons (5)
1 head romaine lettuce
1 onion

Dairy:
Whipping cream
Parmesan cheese
Sour cream
Cheddar cheese
Butter
Cream cheese (2)
Eggs (3)

Other
32 oz. frozen hashbrowns
Tri-tip Roast or 4-5 lb Beef 

Brisket
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4 lemons, washed and dried
3/4 cup sugar
4 cups water

Directions: Thinly slice the lemons and remove any seeds. Place in 
large pitcher or bowl. Pour sugar over lemon slices. Let stand 10 
minutes. With potato masher or large spoon, smash the sugar into 
the lemon slices, squeezing out as much juice as possible. Stir in 
the water and mix thoroughly, pressing fruit to extract more juice. 
Serve over ice, with a few of the lemon slices as garnish. 

** To prep the day before, slice the lemons and store in a ziptop 
bag.

Old Fashioned Lemonade
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1 1/4 cup water
2 Tablespoons olive oil
2 1/4 cups unbleached flour
1 cup whole wheat flour
1 1/2 teaspoons salt
1 teaspoon garlic powder
1/4 teaspoon dried oregano
2 1/2 teaspoons yeast
1/4 cup olive oil
coarse salt

Directions:  Assemble ingredients (except 1/4 cup olive oil and 
coarse salt) in the pan of your bread machine according to the 
manufacturer's recommendations. Set for "dough." Prepare pan by 
lining a rimmed cookie sheet with parchment paper and pour 2 
Tablespoons olive oil over the surface of the parchment. When 
dough is complete, turn it out onto prepared sheet. Flip it over so 
that both sides are "oiled." Spread dough in pan. Cover gently with 
plastic wrap and allow to rise, at least 30 minutes, but more if 
possible.

About 30 minutes before baking, preheat oven to 450°. Remove 
plastic wrap and drizzle remaining olive oil over the top. Sprinkle 
with salt and bake for 15 minutes, or until golden brown.

Remove to rack and cool for 5 minutes before cutting.

** If preparing to freeze, cool completely. Wrap tightly with aluminum 
foil and freeze. Thaw completely and rewarm in the oven for 5-10 
minutes at 350°.

Garlic Focaccia
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Green Salad with Herbed Vinaigrette
juice of half a lemon
1 Tablespoon red wine vinegar
1 teaspoon Dijon mustard
1 clove garlic minced
1/4 teaspoon dried thyme
1/4 teaspoon dried tarragon
1/8 teaspoon black pepper
1/4 cup extra virgin olive oil
1 head romaine lettuce, rinsed, spun dry, and torn into bite-sized 
pieces
1 cup grated Parmesan cheese
1 cup croutons

Directions: In small dish combine lemon juice, vinegar, mustard, 
garlic, herbs, and pepper. Stir well. Add olive oil in a thin stream, 
stirring to combine.

** Can be made the day before and stored in the refrigerator.

At serving time, combine lettuce and vinaigrette in a large salad 
bowl. Toss gently. And cheese and croutons and toss lightly.
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2 cans cream of chicken soup
1 cup sour cream
1 cup grated cheddar cheese
1/4 cup minced onion
salt and pepper
32 ounces frozen hashbrown potatoes
1 cup cornflakes, crushed
3 Tablespoons melted butter

Directions: Grease 9 x 13 inch baking dish. In large mixing bowl, 
combine cream of chicken soup, sour cream, cheddar cheese, and 
onion. Mix well. Season this mixture with salt and pepper. Stir in 
potatoes. Spoon this mixture into the prepared baking dish. In small 
mixing bowl, combine crushed cornflakes and melted butter. 
Sprinkle over the potato mixture. 

** If preparing to freeze, wrap at this point with aluminum foil and 
freeze. 

On serving day, bake for 2 hours at 325 degrees.

Cheesy Potatoes

A make-ahead holiday Meal
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Grilled Tri-tip in Soy-Ginger Marinade
1/4 cup soy sauce
1/4 cup rice vinegar
1/4 cup vegetable oil
1/4 teaspoon crushed red pepper
1/4 teaspoon ginger (freshly grated or dried)
1/2 teaspoon crushed garlic
1 large tri-tip roast

Directions: Combine soy sauce, rice vinegar, oil, crushed red 
pepper, ginger, and crushed garlic in a small glass bowl. Place tri-tip 
in a zip-top bag. Pour marinade over meat. 

** If preparing to freezer, simply place the bag of meat and 
marinade in the freezer at this time. Remove from freezer 2-3 days 
before serving to allow adequate time to thaw. Thaw completely.

If preparing to serve the same day, allow meat to marinate in the 
refrigerator for several hours. 

Cook over a hot grill until desired doneness. (We like a little pink in 
the center, so we cook until the internal temperature reaches 135º.)

A make-ahead holiday Meal

© Jessica Getskow Fisher and www.LifeasMOM.com, 2010



4 to 5 pound boneless beef brisket, trimmed

1/4 cup coarsely ground black pepper

2/3 cup soy sauce

1/2 cup red wine vinegar

1 tablespoon tomato paste

1 teaspoon paprika

1 clove garlic, crushed

Directions: Spinkle pepper generously over brisket and pat to 

adhere. In small mixing bowl, combine soy sauce, red wine vinegar, 

tomato paste, paprika, and garlic. Stir well. Place peppered brisket 

in large baking dish. Pour marinade over. Cover with plastic wrap 

and refrigerate overnight.

Preheat oven to 300º. Line large roasting pan with foil. Place brisket 

atop foil. Pour marinade over brisket. Cover pan securely with foil. 

Bake for 3 hours or until tender. The meat will shrink substantially. 

Allow to rest and slice against the grain.

** If preparing ahead the day ahead, place slices in shallow serving 

dish and pour some of the juices over top. Cover with foil and 

refrigerate until about 30 minutes before serving. 

** If preparing to freeze, wrap as directed and freeze. Pull from the 

freezer a day or two before and thaw in the refrigerator. 

About 30 minutes before serving, heat in oven until warm.

Brisket
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Crust
1 3/4 cups crushed chocolate graham crackers
6 Tablespoons melted butter

Filling
2 (8oz) packages Neufchatel cream cheese, softened 
2/3 cup sugar
3 eggs
2 cups semi-sweet chocolate chips, melted
1 cup whipping cream
2 tablespoons melted butter
1 teaspoon vanilla
Whipped cream for garnish

Directions: Preheat oven to 325º. In mixing bowl, combine graham 
cracker crumbs and butter. Press crumb mixture in bottom and up the 
sides of ungreased 10-inch spring form pan. Place in freezer.

In large mixing bowl, combine cream cheese and sugar; beat until 
smooth. Add eggs 1 at a time, beating well after each. Add melted 
chocolate; beat well. Add 1 cup whipping cream, 2 Tablespoons 
melted butter, and vanilla; beat until smooth. Pour into crust-lined pan.

Bake at 325º for about an hour or until edges are set; center of 
cheesecake will be soft. (To minimize cracking, place shallow pan half 
full of water on lower oven rack during baking.) Cool in pan 5 minutes.

Carefully remove sides of pan. Cool 2 hours or until completely 
cooled. Refrigerate at least 4 hours or overnight. 

Store in refrigerator if serving within 2 days. Otherwise, wrap well with 
plastic wrap and then wrap with a layer of foil. Freeze for up to a 
month. 

Thaw in the refrigerator the night before. When serving garnish with 
whipped cream.

A version of this recipe can be found in the Pillsbury Complete 
Cookbook.

Chocolate Cheesecake
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Ho l i day  D i n ne r  T ime l i ne
Recipe Prep 

& 
Freeze

Night 
Before

In the 
AM

3 
hours 
before

2 1/2 
hours 
before

2 
hours 
before

90 
min 

before

1 hour 
before

30 
min 

before

Serve!

11:00 11:30 12:00 12:30 1:00 1:30 2 pm

Cheesy Potatoes X thaw bake X

Foccacia X bake X

Herbed Vinaigrette X slice X

Green Salad X X

Tri-tip Roast X thaw 2-3 days 
before

heat 
grill

grill X

Brisket X warm X

Chocolate Cheesecake X thaw X

thaw 1-2 days 
before


