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Introduction

There’s no getting away from the fact that cooking often involves a little bit of drudgery. Complicated recipes to follow, multiple pots to stir and mountains of washing up can make cooking seem like hard graft, especially on weeknights when time is short and people just want to eat. There’s a place for complicated dishes, of course, but even enthusiastic home cooks often want food that is simple to make, delicious to eat and doesn’t entail using every pot in the kitchen. So, for those who haven’t fallen under the spell of roasting tray magic before, this book might well be a revelation.

Every recipe within these pages – snacks, starters, complete meals, warm salads and desserts – requires just one roasting tray to make. Such a surprisingly wide range of dishes emphasises just how underrated this humble piece of kitchen equipment is. But roasting tray cooking does more than just smooth the culinary path when your cooking mojo is low and demand for a tasty meal is high; it also delivers food that is especially delicious.

Why don’t roasting trays play a more prominent role in everyday home cooking? As it turns out, the concept is relatively new. As food historian Bee Wilson explains in her book Consider the Fork: A History of How We Cook and Eat, for hundreds of years chefs in European kitchens considered ovens to be suitable only for baking things like bread. Meat and game, meanwhile, were roasted over an open flame.

According to Wilson, this division continued until the early twentieth century, which goes some way to explain why stovetops have been the default method for cooking vegetables and smaller cuts of meat until relatively recently.

Restaurant chefs are now well versed in the benefits of roasting tray cooking; stick your head around the door of a professional kitchen and you’re likely to see all manner of foods going into the oven in trays, from fillets of fish to vegetables. Chefs use this technique because it simplifies the cooking process and delivers wonderfully tasty results. Home cooks have been a little slower to catch on to the benefits; in domestic kitchens, roasting trays are still most strongly associated with cakes and joints of meat – food that doesn’t readily cook on the stovetop. Hopefully this book will help change that.

Food roasted in the oven is not only convenient, but also especially flavoursome. During roasting, dry heat wraps itself around the food, locking in and concentrating flavours. At a high heat, roasted food turns gloriously burnished because the natural sugars caramelise on the outside, sealing in the juices on the inside.
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Make friends with your roasting tray

All the recipes in this book have been developed and tested in a rectangular roasting tray measuring 30 x 20 x 5cm. For some of the snacky dishes, such as chicken scratchings, sausage rolls, corn fritters, whole Camembert and the like, the size of the tray isn’t crucial, so long as the food isn’t crowded together (in which case it will steam). For dishes where the food fills the tray to a particular height, like porridge, brownies, bread rolls and cake, it’s important to use the recommended size, otherwise they might not cook successfully, and/or in the specified time. For dishes such as Chicken Thighs with Creamy Leek and Caper Sauce it’s best to use the recommended tray size; something larger, for example, could see the sauce spread too thin and burn.

In fact, if you want to make the most of this book, it would be a good idea to invest in a roasting tray of the recommended size. It won’t accommodate an enormous Christmas turkey, obviously, but how often do you use a roasting tray that large? What you will have, though, is a single piece of versatile kitchen equipment that’s ideal for cooking a wide range of dishes, from cakes to joints of meat.

If you’re shopping for a new roasting tray, use the same rule that applies for pans and baking sheets: opt for something solid and the best quality that you can afford. Steel/stainless steel (or multilayered stainless steel and aluminium), anodised aluminium and cast iron are popular choices; or, if you want to break the bank, copper is wonderful. A heavier tray resists warping and distributes the heat more evenly, so your cooking results will be better overall. And make sure you’re buying the right size: the measurements previously mentioned refer to the inside measurements of the tray.

Go for a roasting tray with rounded corners for easy cleaning, as well as handles for safely transferring it in and out of the oven. A couple of recipes in this book call for cooking food on a rack on top of the roasting tray as well as inside it; some trays come with racks when you buy them, which is great but not essential. An ordinary metal rack, or even the oven rack itself, can serve the purpose by simply sitting on top.

A final word on the vagaries of ovens: for a variety of reasons, all ovens have their own temperaments. Age, make, model, insulation and settings are all factors that can affect the accuracy of an oven’s temperature reading, and therefore the expected time it takes a dish to cook. What’s more, heat can vary across different parts of the oven chamber, so even using an oven thermometer does not completely solve the problem. Roasting tray cooking is a brilliantly convenient way to cook, but you can’t just wander off; it requires you to keep an occasional eye on things, turn the tray round now and then (except when baking cakes, as the sudden drop in temperature can cause your masterpiece to sink or crack) and keep your senses alert for when the dish is done.

Happy roasting tray cooking!
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Roast pear and rhubarb compote

[image: Image]

Tongue-tingling rhubarb and sweet fragrant pears are always a heady combination, and the Christmassy notes from the spices means there’s a whole lot to love in a bowl of this compote. It also makes an easy pudding; swap the yoghurt for some lightly whipped vanilla-spiked cream, and maybe some ginger biscuits crumbled on top instead of nuts.

400g rhubarb, cut into 6-cm pieces, sliced lengthways if very thick

4 ripe but firm Conference or Bartlett pears

squeeze of lemon juice

120g caster sugar

1 cinnamon stick

2 cloves

1 star anise

To serve:

Greek yoghurt

4 tbsp chopped toasted hazelnuts

Serves: 4 | Takes: 25 minutes

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F.

Place the rhubarb in a 30 x 20 x 5-cm roasting tray. Peel, core and chop the pears into pieces the length and width of your index finger. Add them to the tray as you go, tossing with a little lemon juice to prevent discolouration.

Sprinkle the sugar over the fruit and add the spices to the tray. Toss to combine well, then cover tightly with foil and roast for 15 minutes. Remove the foil; the fruit should be very tender but if not, return to the oven, uncovered, for a further 5 minutes or so.

Serve the compote and the tray juices with a spoonful of yoghurt and the hazelnuts sprinkled over the top.
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Dutch pancake with raisins, orange blossom and marmalade
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Making one big pancake is much easier than standing at the stove endlessly flipping, and this one is gorgeously fragrant with oranges and raisins. If you are not in possession of marmalade, or if you aren’t partial to it, just use a good-quality jam or fruit compote of your choice.

2 tbsp vegetable oil

130g plain flour

2 tbsp golden caster sugar

pinch of salt

3 large eggs, lightly beaten

300ml milk

2 tsp orange blossom water

1 tsp vanilla extract

finely grated zest of 1 orange

60g mixed raisins

good-quality marmalade, to serve

Serves: 4 | Takes: 35 minutes

Preheat the oven to 220°C/425°F. Pour the vegetable oil into a 30 x 20 x 5-cm roasting tray and place inside the oven to heat.

Whisk the flour, sugar and salt together in a mixing bowl. Whisk the eggs, milk, orange blossom water, vanilla and orange zest together in a jug. Gradually stir the wet ingredients into the dry, incorporating the flour as you go to make a smooth batter.

Working quickly, remove the roasting tray from the oven and pour in the batter. Sprinkle over the raisins and gently nudge them under the batter if necessary. Return to the oven and bake for 20 minutes, or until puffed, golden and just cooked through. Serve hot, spread with the marmalade.




Shakshuka
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This version of the now famous North African dish is super easy as it completely cooks itself in the oven, allowing you to get on with important stuff like reading the weekend papers.

1 large red onion, halved and thickly sliced, layers separated

2 large red peppers, sliced

2 tbsp olive oil

200g chorizo, cut into 2-cm cubes

2 x 400-g cans chopped tomatoes

3 garlic cloves, crushed

2 tsp hot paprika

2 tsp ground cumin

1 heaped tbsp rose harissa paste

4– 6 large eggs

200g feta cheese, crumbled

handful of coriander leaves and tender stems, roughly chopped

Serves: 4 – 6 | Takes: 1 hour 10 minutes

Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F.

Place all the ingredients, except the eggs, feta and coriander, in a 30 x 20 x 5-cm roasting tray. Add 150ml water and stir well so all the ingredients are combined. Bake for 45 minutes, stirring frequently and adding a splash more water towards the end of cooking if needed to prevent the sauce becoming too thick.

Make indentations in the sauce with a spoon and crack in the eggs. Bake for about 10 minutes more, but watch the eggs carefully so the yolks don’t overcook: the yolks need to be gooey. Sprinkle over the feta and coriander and serve immediately.




Cinnamon French toast
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French toast is really just an excuse to eat dessert for breakfast, but who’s arguing? Baguette is specified here because it lends a little crunch and chewiness to proceedings, but slices of brioche or white bread also work well. Just make sure the slices are in a single layer in the roasting tray.

unsalted butter, for greasing

4 large eggs

200ml milk

1½ tsp vanilla extract

1 tsp mixed spice

4 tbsp caster sugar

12 slices of baguette, preferably stale, cut 1.5cm thick on the diagonal

maple syrup, for drizzling

Serves: 4 | Takes: 25 minutes, plus 30 minutes soaking

Generously butter a 30 x 20 x 5-cm roasting tray.

Whisk the eggs, milk, vanilla, mixed spice and sugar together in a shallow bowl.

Dip the bread slices into the egg mixture, giving both sides a really good soak. Transfer to the prepared roasting tray in a single layer – the slices should fit snugly. Pour over any remaining egg mixture and leave to soak for 30 minutes, turning over the bread slices halfway through. Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F.

Bake for 15 minutes, or until the bread is puffed and golden. Serve hot, drizzled with maple syrup.
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