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INTRODUCTION

Many years ago, while I was in college, I rented a room in a beautiful old house in Berkeley. Stephen Felgar, a quiet, scholarly astronomy student, rented the room next to mine.

In the days before running had become fashionable, Felgar would run a good six miles every afternoon. When he returned home from his run, he’d slather up a piece of white bread with a thick coating of peanut butter and toast it until bubbly in his toaster oven. No one ever saw Felgar eat anything but “hot peanut butter sandwiches.”

Like Felgar, most of us have a pretty limited repertoire of toaster oven dishes. We melt cheese on toast or English muffins, heat tortillas, and occasionally heat up a TV dinner or a Hot Pocket.

But for me, all of that changed when my mother picked me up at the airport one day and announced that she had accidentally turned the microwave on for fifteen minutes with nothing in it, thinking she had turned on the timer. As a result, the floor and door of the microwave had melted, turned black, and begun smoking. Since the microwave and the oven were in one piece, I knew the whole bundle would have to be taken out and trashed.

Within a week of my return, the old microwave and stove had been pulled out of the kitchen and a gaping hole remained where they once stood.

Mom and I went shopping together, and after weeks of looking, I finally lost my heart to a Jenn-Air Pro-Style downdraft, dual-fuel, top-of-the-line range with a grill on top. I had visions of grilling freshly made pitas or naan, veggies from the garden, and anything else that would not splatter grease all over my shiny new range. Unfortunately, the dealer didn’t have one in stock, so the stove’s ETA would be at least three more weeks down the road.

Sure, I had a battery of slow cookers left over from research on my last cookbook, but you can’t bake good bread in a slow cooker. I had wanted to get a new toaster oven for a long time, and this seemed like the perfect opportunity to do it. (My former toaster oven, a good one but decrepit with age, had recently dropped its door on my foot.) So, with scientific fervor, I read up on the subject and went comparison shopping for a toaster oven that would meet my needs.

I also began to wonder if it might be possible to take a toaster oven, like a slow cooker, uptown. From toast to, say, Savory Cheesecakes with Artisan Whole Wheat–Walnut Loaf. Or Baked Eggs. Or maybe a replica of my favorite Café Fanny granola.

And just as I set about answering these questions and wondering if such a book might appeal to the gourmet reader, Sam Gugino, the Wine Spectator’s food columnist, ran a column about the comparative merits of toaster ovens—an act that in my mind officially elevated the toaster oven from the realm of the lonely-pensioner-in-a-tiny-apartment or the bachelor-who-lives-on-toasted-peanut-butter-sandwiches to the affluent, upscale there’s-only-one-or-two-of-us-in-the-kitchen-and-we’re-busy crowd. Of course, there’s also the sophisticated-college-student crowd, the gourmets-on-the-yacht, the cabin-by-the-lake crowd, and the happy singles (whether retired or working), and let us not forget the growing number of owners of upscale RVs who might want to venture into the gourmet realm with this handy little device. The toaster oven, like the slow cooker, is perfect for numerous small venues.

What’s so useful about a toaster oven? Here are some of the reasons why toaster ovens make good sense:


  *   They take up less space.

  *   They preheat quickly (5 minutes or less).

  *   They cook small quantities more efficiently.

  *   They use anywhere from ½ to ⅔ the energy a conventional oven uses.

  *   They’re generally easy to clean.

  *   They’re cheaper than conventional ovens.

  *   They won’t heat up the whole kitchen or house on a hot day.

  *   They may include rotisserie or dehydrating attachments.

  *   Most have a large window allowing for a clear view of the oven’s contents.

  *   They’re portable.

  *   Some models can be suspended underneath the kitchen cabinets.





In contrast to old-style toaster ovens, whose primary job was to toast bread, melt cheese on English muffins, or heat up TV dinners, modern toaster ovens offer a larger capacity, convection baking, and even rotisserie attachments. In addition, most modern toaster ovens maintain cooler exterior surfaces and are a cinch to clean.

What you’ll find in this book are some of the fruits of my foray into the world of the toaster oven. These are dishes I like to eat and that I think real people like to eat. In most cases, the number of ingredients and the work involved are minimal, but the results should be something you’ll be proud to serve and happy to eat.

Here are some unique ideas for making the most of your toaster oven.


  *   You can make a huge batch of cookie dough, then put individual scoops on a cookie sheet as if you were going to bake them, but freeze them instead. Once they are frozen, toss them in a freezer-weight plastic bag to keep in your freezer. Then, any time you want fresh cookies, just pull out one or two at a time to bake and eat them hot out of the toaster oven. (See the Tea and Goodies chapter.)

  *   You can make half a dozen muffins, eat one or two, and then freeze the rest to heat up one at a time for subsequent breakfasts. (See the Breakfast chapter.)

  *   You can make a large batch of basic dough, form it into rounds, and freeze them. This way you will always have dough on hand to easily make pizzas, calzones, samosas, or piroshki. (See the Lunch chapter.)

  *   You can make a big batch of raw ingredients for granola (nuts, oats, seeds, raisins, vanilla, spices, or whatever), and then bake up a cup or two at a time for a breakfast of warm, fragrant, freshly baked granola. (See the Breakfast chapter.)

  *   You can prepare an incredible side dish or appetizer in your toaster oven when you are entertaining to free up your main oven for the entrée or dessert.





With a little careful planning, you should be able to come up with meals that are sophisticated but that can save you time and effort when you’re in a hurry or when you’d rather put your feet up and relax than fuss around in the kitchen.

Testing the Recipes

All of the recipes in this book were tested in a convection toaster oven using the convection setting. Does this mean that if you own a toaster oven without a convection setting that you can’t use it? Of course not. In many cases, the time and even the temperature settings will remain the same. In some cases, a simple adjustment of temperature will make the difference. (In general, cookbooks recommend that convection baking temperatures be 25°F lower than in a conventional oven. I’m not sure this is an accurate assessment of the situation, but I recommend that you experiment.) Be aware that even if you are using a convection toaster oven, models vary from manufacturer to manufacturer and even model to model, so you still may need to experiment to get to know your oven well.

I have collected a set of baking pans that I use again and again in the toaster oven. Whenever possible, I suggest a certain pan and, at times, even a manufacturer. You may not have the exact size pan I recommend in each recipe. If you are using a different size pan, you may need to alter the ingredient amounts or baking times to suit the pan you are using.

If possible, purchase a large capacity toaster oven. Although the small ones may be less expensive, you may find that you cannot bake bread or muffins in them as there is not enough room to allow the dough to rise. Some of the recipes in this book may not be appropriate for smaller ovens.

Price

As with most anything else in life, you get what you pay for when buying a toaster oven. The pull to pick up that $29.99 toaster oven on sale at the local department store may be strong, but chances are the amount of pleasure, use, and convenience you’ll get out of it won’t be worth the money you will save by not buying a quality piece of merchandise.

Be smart. Do some comparison shopping. Toaster ovens I have tried and enjoyed are the higher-end models made by Cuisinart, DeLonghi, Black & Decker (Dining-In series), and Krups. All are priced above $100, but all are a pleasure to work with, and each has special features to recommend it. The Black & Decker, for instance, has a 14-inch interior, while the others have a 12-inch capacity oven. The newest DeLonghi convection toaster oven is deep enough to accommodate a 12-inch pizza.
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