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The Global Struggle to Master the Turkey Dinner

Adapting the high-maintenance, taste-challenged animal to other countries’ cuisines has pushed
chefs to extremes; ‘a lot of trial and error’

By Charles Passy

Nov. 24, 2025 5:30 am ET

For generations, Americans have marked Thanksgiving by wrestling with the perfect way to
prepare and serve turkey, a bird known for its ungainly size, dry texture and lack of

distinguishing flavor.

Now, chefs of various cultural backgrounds are trying to get in on the action by crafting turkey
dishes that speak to thelr roots. Restaurant diners at this time of year can find Peking turkey, jerk
turkey, tandoori turkey and even the French take. (It’s complicated and looks nothing like a

regular slice of turkey.) A Mexican spot serves turkey al pastor.

But adapting the high-maintenance, taste-challenged animal to other countries’ cuisines has
pushed chefs to extremes. They have resorted to measures from deboning the bird to giving it a

deep-tissue massage to stuffing a whole pineapple inside.

“It’s a lot of trial and error,” said Andy Wang, director of operations at RedFarm, a Chinese
restaurant with two locations in New York City and one in Austin, Texas, that all serve Peking

turkey on Thanksgiving.

Peking duck gets its succulence from that bird’s fatty nature. To make that happen with turkey,
the RedFarm team brines the bird 24 hours in advance. To boost the flavor, it seasons it with a

heavy dose of Chinese spices that are also used for the duck recipe.

Then there’s the issue of real estate. There are only so many turkeys you can fit in vertical ovens
better suited for ducks. RedFarm takes pains to source the smallest birds they can find—typically

10-12 pounders. Even then, it has to limit orders.

“We need more capacity,” Wang said.



Tandoori turkey from Tamarind, where employees joke they have to teach the bird how to do yoga to ensure the
proper fit. TAMARIND TRIBECA

Size is also an issue at Tamarind Tribeca, an Indian restaurant in New York that makes tandoori
turkey, a variation of the chicken dish also prepared in a vertical oven. Employees joke that they

have to teach the turkey how to do yoga to ensure the proper fit.

Owner Avtar Walia says he didn’t necessarily think turkey would fly in an Indian restaurant, but

his customers indeed wanted it for Thanksgiving. “It was the demand of the people,” he said.

The culinary pros at Golden Krust, a Jamaican chain with locations in several states, also had to
get physical when it came to devising their holiday recipe for jerk turkey—jerk being that
country’s spicy method of preparing meat. The team says turkey meat is so thick it requires

massaging to ensure the jerk seasonings are properly integrated.

“It’s like a turkey spa,” Adrian McLaren, a Golden Krust operations manager based in Atlanta,

said of the scene in the run-up to Thanksgiving.

Even the culinary masters in the French tradition have embraced the idea of giving turkey that
Gallic twist, which often means refashioning it into something that doesn’t quite resemble a

turkey.



Chef Guillauime Thivet prepares a dish at New York’s Grand Brasserie that involves deboning the
bird, then combining some of the meat with mushrooms and other ingredients and reshaping

everything into a roll, before poaching and roasting the final product.

“It’s more tender. We have more juice,” he said of the finished dish compared with the standard

American version.

Turkey isn’t foreign to Mexican cuisine. In fact, its origins in North America can be traced to
Mexico. Still, Nayomie Mendoza, the chef behind Cuernavaca’s Grill in Los Angeles, wanted to
take things to the next level by making turkey al pastor-style. That meant re-creating a dish,

flavored with pineapple and chile peppers, that’s normally prepared with pork.

Mendoza says 1t was an anxiety-inducing process with lots of experimentation that ultimately
had her stuffing a whole pineapple inside the turkey cavity to get just the right flavor. “If you tell

me to get to the moon, I will find a way to get to the moon,” she said.

And what does Turkey do with a turkey?

The bird’s naming is something of a cultural misstep as turkeys aren’t a major part of Turkish

cuisine. But that hasn’t stopped Mehmet Sukutli, born and raised in Turkey, from offering it for

Thanksgiving at Tiffany’s Bar & Bistro, his Washington, D.C., restaurant.

Sukutli uses a Turkish-inspired yogurt marinade to flavor his bird. Like other chefs who have
done their own Thanksgiving R&D, he says he sacrificed multiple turkeys in perfecting the recipe.
“Finally, I nailed it,” he said of the five-bird ordeal.

Some chefs need to be talked into taking the turkey challenge. At Hutong in New York, the
kitchen initially rejected the 1dea of making Peking turkey, certain it would come out too dry.
After some cajoling, the executive chef worked out a recipe, according to marketing director
Ashley Tidman Noriega. The dish, dubbed Flaming Turkey, is now a highlight of the

Thanksgiving menu.

Of course, some culinary pros still say no dice. Chef Doron Wong at New York’s Cha Cha Tang
says he experimented with the Peking-style preparation but found that it didn’t do the bird

justice, noting that it ended up tasting more like ham.

What 1s Wong now planning to serve for Thanksgiving at the restaurant? “We’re good with our
duck,” he said.



