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Introduction

How This Book Came to Be and Why (We Believe) You Need It

We suppose that the goal of every cookbook author is to tell you: This is the cookbook you need above and beyond all others.

We can’t tell you that. We’d be lying.

Cookbooks are, by and large, an elective expense, and we want ours to earn a permanent spot in your kitchen by making your life easier and more delicious and leaving you with fewer dishes to clean.

Which is why we think that if you cook at home—whether you’re a novice just getting your sea (kitchen?) legs or a seasoned, experienced home cook—this book is for you, intended to minimize active cooking and cleanup time. (If there’s one thing food writers and recipe developers truly loathe, it’s washing dishes, and because we have to do so much of it, we’re always devising ways of doing that as little as possible.) How? By using a simple, inexpensive, and durable piece of kitchen equipment you likely already have in your kitchen—the sheet pan.

A sheet pan, usually aluminum or stainless steel, with a low rim and rolled lip, is the underappreciated workhorse of the kitchen (we expand on what to look for when shopping for sheet pans on here). And just like any reliable, functional item, the sheet pan has probably never been rated as the sexiest kitchen tool in your arsenal. It doesn’t have the glossy appeal of a Dutch oven or the storied craftsmanship of a Japanese santoku knife. It gets the job done, it acquires patina through years of use, and it just keeps living on. The sheet pan is so unremarkable that we often forget just how extraordinary it is—how much mileage we can get out of it for a modest price, how little upkeep it requires, and how it serves up meal after meal for years on end. While it’s easy to write sheet pans off as boring and unimaginative, nothing can be further from the truth.

We like to think of a sheet pan as a kitchen superhero: With the exception of soups and certain stews, you can use it to cook just about anything, including appetizers and desserts. It’s light, stackable, and easy to care for. In other words, a sheet pan has a utilitarian sensibility and is at once contemporary and timeless.

We wrote this cookbook to make it truly work for you, to be practical and reliable enough to return to for many occasions, whether you’re baking a birthday cake for someone special, hosting a weekend brunch, making supper at the end of an exhausting workday, or throwing a dinner party. The recipes that made the cut—and there are plenty that didn’t—draw on our diverse cultural and culinary backgrounds, and are meant to be accessible and inspiring to home cooks of varying skill levels.

One of the greatest discoveries along the way is how often we’ve come to rely on these recipes for our everyday cooking, how seamlessly we’ve folded them into our repertoire. Of course, some of these dishes we’ve been making for years and were already on regular rotation, but others are new additions, and yet already feel like “classics” in our kitchens.

As you read and cook from this book, you’ll notice that some of the recipes come from Olga, some come from Sanaë, and some come from both of us. But even when just one of our names is attached to a recipe, most likely there are hours of conversations and collaboration behind it—from our many phone calls, Zooms, and texts in the time we spent writing this book together.

Olga + Sanaë

Olga

The idea for this cookbook came out of a pitch I proposed to the Food team at the Washington Post, where I’m an editor. We were in the first year of the pandemic, and everyone was hunkered down and working remotely. In early fall, with Thanksgiving not too far off, we kept wondering: How do we mark a holiday that holds so much meaning for so many but also acknowledge that almost no one would be hosting a sizeable feast? The large, plentiful table surrounded by family and friends was suddenly looking a lot smaller. My general approach to life is to let myself feel what I need to feel, and then move on. Sometimes you’re dealt a less-than-ideal hand, and that’s the hand you play. Thanksgiving is my favorite holiday, and I’ve hosted it just about every year since I was a teenager. Few things bring me greater joy than peering into the dining room from the kitchen and seeing a table surrounded by my people, talking and eating. That wasn’t happening, but no one was taking Thanksgiving away from me.

I suggested that we create a Thanksgiving issue focused on smaller spreads and made entirely on a sheet pan. In my case I would roast a duck—something delicious, easy to do—along with a side or two, for a one-pan celebratory meal that would feed a few mouths but still feel special and elevated. The team universally loved this idea, and before the meeting was over, my colleague Ann Maloney volunteered to develop a recipe for roasted chicken with Hasselback potatoes; and another using turkey legs; our section head, Joe Yonan, who writes a weekly vegetarian recipe column, produced a stuffed delicata squash meatless centerpiece we all fought over. And this is how we did Thanksgiving 2020 at the Post.

Thanksgiving came and went that year—and, yes, I used a sheet pan to make a small dinner for our family of three—but I couldn’t stop thinking about sheet pans writ large. What else could I make on them? Eggs and bacon for a family breakfast? Yep. Large frittatas or pancakes that allowed everyone to eat at the same time? Certainly. Layer cakes or “fried” rice? No doubt. What would the limit be?

I confided to Sanaë my sheet pan obsession and how I thought it’d make a great book. Sanaë, who has a keen eye for good ideas as well as impeccable taste, in addition to being an incredible cook, started texting me ideas right and left. All amazing. All inspiring. And as I gathered these ideas into a list, it felt wrong to not include her on this journey as a full-fledged coauthor. I looked to her as a partner. Sheepishly, I asked her if she was interested in coauthoring a book, and to my great delight, she said yes! So, here we are.

Sanaë

I discovered the sheet pan somewhat recently. I was raised on my mother’s Japanese cooking, which requires multiple pots and pans. In our household, we had one or two baking sheets for the occasional batch of cookies, but mostly they languished above the oven. When I first cooked on a sheet pan in my midtwenties, I was blown away. I had no idea you could bake entire savory meals on its surface and that it had such an extraordinary range. In fact, I fell so hard and fast that I went through a year of cooking almost exclusively on the sheet pan—fiercely loyal and devoted to this new utensil.

[image: image]

I came across the half-sheet pan in the test kitchen of the meal kit delivery service Marley Spoon (now called Martha Stewart & Marley Spoon) when I was hired as a recipe editor. I had just finished a teaching fellowship, was toiling away on my first novel, and desperate for a full-time job—ideally with a connection to food, my other passion alongside writing fiction. Although I was raised in a family of talented home cooks, I hadn’t gone to culinary school, so I spent those early weeks in the test kitchen observing, learning, washing every pot and pan that came my way, and hunting down ingredients for photo shoots. I was fortunate to be taken under the wing of two incredible mentors—Jennifer Aaronson and Dawn Perry—who taught me almost everything I know about recipe writing and developing. And most important, they introduced me to the rimmed baking sheet, aka the sheet pan. Their recipes were exceedingly simple but always surprising and often more elegant than an elaborate stovetop meal.

Alongside Jennifer and Dawn, I started to cook on the sheet pan until it became the vessel I turned to most often for its convenience and ease. I became bolder, experimenting with different flavors, ingredients, and techniques. I learned how to cook several components of a meal on the same sheet pan and how to wilt tender greens using the residual heat from its generous surface. I was delighted at how perfectly it accommodated one of my favorite baked goods—the sweet or savory galette. (Plus, the rimmed lip caught any leakage from fruit tarts.) I loved its opaque silver surface, a blank canvas for colors and textures. During the photo shoots we showed off how gorgeous the food looked strewn over the sheet pan—along the edges, burnished and crisp; the spacious center, always abundant and inviting.

My appreciation for the sheet pan deepened over the years, until it became a necessity after I moved into an apartment that came with a windowless kitchen and no ventilation. The gas range was wedged against a wall, making half of the burners a pain to access. So, I started using the oven and my sheet pans more than ever, roasting at different temperatures and broiling to achieve a beautiful crust or “sear” without having to smoke up my home.

Olga and I met in 2018 when I was working at Phaidon as a cookbook editor. I started a month after she left, so we had never crossed paths, but I sat at her desk and studied her old files, hoping they might teach me how to be successful in this demanding and often mysterious job. One morning, on a whim, I emailed Olga, introducing myself and asking if she would like to meet. It’s rare for me to contact a stranger out of the blue, and I held my breath, waiting for a response that arrived within the hour. A few days later, we met over pastries at Bien Cuit in Brooklyn, and quickly became the closest of friends.

Our friendship grew through our mutual love of food, for both cooking and eating. While our styles of cooking are different, as are our backgrounds, we noticed a rare chemistry in our conversations about food. We could talk about recipes on end, exchanging ideas, building off each other’s questions, expanding our understanding of an ingredient or dish. It was always exhilarating, the hours going by in the blink of an eye. So often, midconversation, we’d experience that aha moment of “This is exactly what the recipe needs, I must try this now, why didn’t I think of it myself?!” We cooked each other’s recipes from a distance (I live in Brooklyn, Olga in Silver Spring, just outside of DC), and over the years, our appreciation for each other only deepened. When Olga asked me if I’d like to write a cookbook together, I couldn’t believe my luck. The answer was obvious—bien sûr (of course)!

Let’s Talk About Ovens

Ovens are . . . unpredictable. They’re finicky, unreliable, all different, all temperamental (some more than others). Some ovens run hot; others run cooler; some wildly fluctuate in temperature from one minute to the next; others might not circulate their heat very well. There are convection ovens and regular ovens; gas ovens and electric ovens; large ovens and teeny-tiny apartment ovens. Some have broilers inside the oven, others have a broiler drawer. Some are extremely hot on top but not on the bottom; and others are the opposite.

There is always a period of acclimatization when you’re getting to know your oven’s personality and are tearing out your hair at the fourth burnt cake. But once you and your oven are in sync, it can become the most rewarding, symbiotic, and intuitive relationship. The secret to getting there is trial and error, a lot of patience, and an oven thermometer (read more about the oven thermometer). Most of the recipes in this book rely on an oven rack set in the middle of the oven, which is best suited for allowing the hot air to circulate evenly around the food and results in more even cooking. However, some use two racks in various permutations, so please read that part carefully—and frankly, the rest of the recipe, too—before starting to cook. Different ovens have different heating units, so it might also be helpful to consult your appliance manual or check online.

Sheet Pan 101, Plus How to Care for Them

A sheet pan is a wide, shallow baking sheet made of metal, usually aluminum or stainless steel, with a rim 1 inch (2.5 cm) tall around its edges. Its low sides and generous surface area encourage airflow and browning. It is inexpensive, durable, easy to store, and will last a very long time. Full-sheet pans are popular in commercial, restaurant, and professional kitchens, where ovens are a lot wider than what home cooks have.

In this book, when we talk about sheet pans, we will mostly refer to half-sheet (18 × 13-inch/46 × 33 cm) and quarter-sheet (9 × 13-inch/23 × 33 cm) pans. The latter work especially well for smaller ovens or households, as well as cooking several things at the same time. There are also eighth-sheet pans that we like to have on hand but are not necessary for this book (see more). We always specify the size of the sheet pan—half or quarter—in our recipe directions. (And if your pan size is slightly bigger or smaller, it should be okay; sheet pan recipes are fairly forgiving. You may need to slightly adjust cooking times or ingredient amounts—or both.)

When shopping for sheet pans, look for thick, heavy-gauge (13- to 18-gauge) metal, either stainless steel or aluminum. It’s counterintuitive, but the higher the gauge, the thinner the sheet pan. Our current favorite half-sheet pan is from Nordic Ware—you can buy two for about $25—but we also love a sturdy one made by Chicago Metallic. We don’t like to use coated, nonstick, or dark metal sheet pans for a variety of reasons: The coating may scratch off and the dark metal might skew your baking/roasting time and overbrown your ingredients before they’re cooked through.

Sheet pans, like people, contain multitudes: They are stellar cooking vessels (we wrote a whole book here as an ode to them!) and do double-duty as trays—when you’re grilling outside, they are helpful in hauling ingredients and equipment back and forth—and as sections when organizing your fridge or pantry. (Sanaë has even used one as a makeshift umbrella during a summer rainstorm in New York City.)
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Yes, you can even put them in the dishwasher, but don’t be alarmed at the dull patina after a cycle: They’ll still be serviceable but may be more muted in appearance. And if over time your sheet pans are completely covered in splotches and spots, that’s no reason to discard them! In fact, they become heirlooms, the wear and tear doubling as timelines of all the cooking adventures you’ve had through the years.

If you don’t own any sheet pans yet, we recommend acquiring at least two half-sheet pans and one quarter-sheet pan. We like to keep a few extra sheet pans on hand because they easily nest and have a relatively small footprint in your kitchen. Despite her small Brooklyn home and lack of storage space, Sanaë has five half-sheet pans. Stacked, they’re barely 2½ inches (6.5 cm) tall.

If this is the first you’re hearing of eighth-sheet pans, don’t fret—they’re not as famous as their half and quarter cousins—but these tiny pans are ideal for toasting a small quantity of nuts, baking single-serving cookies, and even organizing your mise en place. Sanaë and Olga use them for reheating food in their toaster ovens.

Caring for sheet pans is extremely simple: Our preferred method is to hand-wash them with warm, soapy water and dry them with a kitchen towel. Most of the time, this simple job takes a few minutes. However, there are times when food gets really stuck on there—or the sheet pan gets super greasy. A 30-minute soak (or sometimes overnight) with baking soda, Barkeeper’s Friend, or Bon Ami, will loosen most of the gunk and help break up the grease. Once in a while, you may need something very heavy-duty to scrape extremely persistent bits of food off. For situations that seem beyond repair, we turn to a trusty steel wool pad like S.O.S. or Brillo. That said, when we’re cooking ingredients that are likely to really stick, such as fish or certain cheeses, we line our sheet pans with parchment paper or aluminum foil, so make sure to always follow our directions there.

Our Favorite Kitchen Tools Besides (Obviously) Sheet Pans

Yes, every cookbook has one of these sections, so much so that you might roll your eyes and think, “Seriously, not another section on what I need in my kitchen.” But hear us out. As those living in kitchens with small ovens and no ventilation (Sanaë) and those who test and develop recipes daily (Olga), every inch of space must be earned—and kept. So, this compilation is a list of items that we are especially fond of and rely on regularly. Some are a bit of an investment, while others will be so inexpensive you might wonder what’s the catch. (Spoiler alert: There isn’t one.)

Kitchen scale: At the risk of sounding like a broken record AND repetitive with other must-have tools in cookbooks, let us repeat what others have said so much better than we could: A digital kitchen scale is your (super-cheap) insurance policy for recipe success, especially when it comes to baking. This is why including weight measurements in grams throughout our book was nonnegotiable for us. Volume (i.e., cup) measuring for dry ingredients is unreliable at best (if you want a dissertation on just how unreliable it is, pick up a copy of Claudia Fleming’s most excellent Delectable and read all about it), but a gram is a gram is a gram. Sanaë relies on her trusty Escali digital scale, while Olga loves her OXO one.

Oven thermometer: This might be the second most important tool after the kitchen scale, especially for this book. All ovens are different; some run a little hot, some run a little cold. We like to keep two thermometers in our ovens to make sure the temperature is correct and to account for hot spots. The temperature of gas ovens will fluctuate slightly throughout baking—don’t worry, this is normal (see Let’s Talk About Ovens). The recipes in this book were tested in both an electric and a gas oven, and we’ve always provided a visual indicator and approximate time or range to account for discrepancies in oven temperatures. That said, we recommend owning one or two oven thermometers that you can hang on the racks. You can find them at well-stocked supermarkets, hardware stores, department stores such as Target, or online. They’re about $5 and will save you loads of heartache and guessing of that eternal question, “What is the actual temperature of my oven?”

Mixing bowls: Large, medium, small (in multiples) mixing bowls are indispensable. We love stainless steel, which is indestructible, can be bought for a song at restaurant supply stores, and stacks for more compact storage.

Offset spatulas: Especially the small ones! These are so useful in smoothing out batters, getting into smaller spaces for frosting application and decoration, transferring ingredients or cooked food from one place to another, as tiny spatulas for flipping, and so on. They are about $5 apiece, so grab a couple and you’ll be glad to own them. Keep in mind the ones with wooden handles cannot be washed in a dishwasher.

Wire racks: We recommend having at least two on hand. They are important for cooling cakes and cookies, as they allow the air to circulate on the bottom.

Microplane rasp grater: It might go down as the cliché of all cookbooks, but we bet this (along with a kitchen scale) is the most recommended tool for the kitchen. Don’t tell us you already have a zester; if it’s not a Microplane brand, please get one, and then we can have a compare-and-contrast conversation. It’ll do far more than zest your citrus (though it does that task with unmatched excellence). Use it to grate chocolate, hard cheeses such as Parmigiano-Reggiano, nutmeg, ginger, and garlic, just to name a few tasks. It will become an indispensable workhorse of your kitchen cabinet.

Y vegetable peeler: Our favorite is the Kuhn Rikon Original Swiss Peeler, which seems to stay sharp forever. It
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