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Talking Turkey 

 

  Preparing the turkey can be a daunting task for some people.  But with a little guidance it 

doesn’t have to be.  Shopping for the bird is a good place to start.  Choosing the right size turkey 

is important.  The general rule of thumb is 1 pound of uncooked turkey per person you plan to 

serve. Your next decision is then whether or not to purchase fresh or frozen.  Fresh turkeys have 

a shorter shelf life but then you do not have to worry about proper thawing.  Frozen turkeys 

allow you to purchase ahead of time and watch for sales, but proper thawing is important to not 

encourage the growth of bacteria. Thawing in the refrigerator is the safest method, but it can take 

up a lot of space for several days.  With this method, you place the turkey in a shallow pan in the 

refrigerator in its original packaging.  You need to allow 24 hours for every 4-5 pounds of bird.  

That means a 20 pound turkey would require 4-5 days in the refrigerator before it is ready to be 

cooked. If you don’t have the refrigerator room to do this, or if you waited too long to pull the 

bird out of the freezer, than thawing in cold water is an acceptable method.  Just remember that 

you need to cook the turkey immediately after thawing.  To thaw in cold water you keep the 

turkey in its original packaging and place it in a clean pan or sink.  You submerge it totally in 

cold water.  This water needs changed every thirty minutes.  This method takes about thirty 

minutes per pound to thaw.  

  No matter what method you use to cook the turkey the important thing is that it reaches the 

proper temperature.  The internal temperature of the turkey needs to reach 165 degrees 

Fahrenheit as taken with a food thermometer.  The built in thermometers are a good guide, but it 

is still best to check with another thermometer.  It is recommended to cook the stuffing separate 

from the bird, but if you really want to stuff your turkey do NOT do it ahead of time.  This gives 

bacteria time to grow and contaminate the stuffing.  Stuff it immediately before cooking. Use 

about ¾ cup stuffing per pound of bird.  It is very important to make sure the stuffing reaches 

165 degrees Fahrenheit.  This will take longer than the recommended time for an unstuffed bird 

so make sure to allow for that.  

  Let the turkey set for twenty minutes once it comes out of the oven before carving. This will 

make carving easier.  Be sure to carve the entire turkey and get the leftover meat into the 

refrigerator within two hours of leaving the oven.  If you have any questions on preparing the 

turkey call the USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline at 1-888-674-6854.  This hotline will be open on 

Thanksgiving Day from 7 a.m. to 1 p.m. Central Standard Time.  You can also check out the 

River Valley Website for more holiday food information www.rivervalley.ksu.edu.  Have a 

happy and healthy Thanksgiving! 
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