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Introduction


What’s so special about sheet pans? I can’t recall anyone waxing rhapsodic about such a ubiquitous, unremarkable slab of metal, and yet, their rise in popularity has steadily grown over the years, building slowly and steadily. Don’t call it a trend because it’s not a passing phase—already having withstood the test of time, sheet pans aren’t going anywhere.


What makes them so special is the fact that they aren’t. Everyone has one or two, or if you’re like me, closer to twenty. They won’t buckle under the blast of a 450-degree oven, nor the icy tundra of the freezer. Beyond baking, there’s nothing like a sheet pan to help convey a full battery of ingredients, display a finished dish, or even build a table centerpiece for the truly crafty.


While many cooks would claim a knife to be the most crucial tool in the kitchen, there’s a compelling argument to be made for the humble sheet pan. One-pot cookery gets all the love lately, especially with the invention of slick electronic pressure cookers and air fryers, with all their bells and whistles. Let’s shift that perspective to focus in on one-pan cookery instead, for the numerous, obvious benefits.


Entire meals take shape on a single sheet, enabling you to feed a crowd with minimal effort, little cleanup, and zero stress. Forget about the initial cost barrier of a fancy new gadget; if you somehow have made it this far in life without any sort of sheet pan, I promise you’re not far from one. If you’re not convinced, borrow one from a neighbor, invite them over for dinner, and you’ll see that it’s well worth a few extra dollars.


From oven to table, prepare yourself for a veritable sheet show once you get started. Sheet, yes!


NO SHEET, SHERLOCK


Before we start cranking up the oven and busting out the knives, we need to begin with the single most critical question of all: What is a sheet pan, exactly? In the broadest terms, a sheet pan is a baking tray with a shallow rim around all four sides. They’re most frequently made of aluminum, but are also available in stainless steel, carbon steel, copper, ceramic, and even silicone.


Nonstick options add a thin layer of polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE), also known as Teflon™, over that base, but I don’t recommend going this route. This coating makes them more prone to warping over time, scuffing, and uneven cooking, to say nothing of the potential for chemical off-gassing at high temperatures. Baking aids like parchment paper or aluminum foil come in handy here to add an extra layer of defense over sticking for any pan!


Good old aluminum is the industry standard; peek into any commercial kitchen and you’ll see shelves stacked high with these weathered silver workhorses. They’re cheap, readily available the world over, and found in the greatest range of sizes. Functionally, they’re exceptionally heat-conductive, which means they can brown food quickly and cool down just as fast out of the oven.


Speaking of sizes, here’s where most people get into trouble. The most common dimensions are 18 × 13-inches, which is referred to as a half-sheet pan. That may look big to the average home cook, but it really is only the middle child in this family. A full sheet pan is 18 × 26-inches; larger than will fit in most household ovens. Designed for big batches in restaurants and industrial cooking applications, you’re unlikely to come across these behemoths in a consumer cookware store. So then, what’s smaller than a half? A quarter, of course! As you might have guessed, quarter sheet pans measure 9 × 13-inches, which is also the same size as many rectangular baking dishes. This is good to know in case you’re dealing with a particularly saucy or soupy recipe and want to take out a bit of extra insurance against splashes or spills.


What, then, is a jelly roll pan? Yes, these are also sheet pans, but in a whole different category of measurement. These are 10 × 15-inches, designed primarily for roll cakes, of course. Can you cook a recipe designed for a half sheet pan in a jelly roll pan? Yes! Can you bake a cake made for a jelly roll pan in a half sheet pan? No! Baking demands more precision, which includes specific pan sizes to achieve the proper thickness of batter. It just won’t cook through properly otherwise, and no one wants either a dry or soggy crumb.


For teeny tiny batches, there are indeed one-eighth sheet pans, clocking in at a mere 9 × 6-inches. These are really intended for use in toaster ovens, though they can be handy if you’re scaling down a recipe to cook for one.


Finally, let’s not forget about cookie sheets. Either completely flat or with just one raised lip, cookie sheets are not sheet pans. There’s no standard of measurement, they’re typically made of thinner or lighter material, and anything with even a drop of moisture will end up splattering all over the bottom of your oven. Let’s leave those in the cabinet for this round, shall we?


RECIPE FOR SUCCESS


Stomach growling, mouthwatering, the best and worst time to crack open a new cookbook is when you’re already hungry. Temptation to skip ahead, skim through instructions, or make wild substitutions is at an all-time high. I get it, and I’m guilty of the same crime! For your best results, take an extra minute to make sure you get it right.


A good recipe should guide you from beginning to end easily, like a friend coaching you in the kitchen, answering questions before they even bubble up to the surface and teaching you a thing or two along the way. Eventually, you should understand the mechanics of the procedure well enough to riff on them to create your own culinary masterpiece, tailored to your unique preferences. For the first time out of the gate, though, try to stick to the instructions as written, at least if you want your meal to look like the photo. I promise, there’s no trickery here; what’s pictured is exactly what you’ll get if you play by the rules!


Read through the entire recipe first so there are no unpleasant surprises. Things can happen quickly under high heat, so you want to be prepared for the potential of splashing or burning and be ready to prevent it from happening.


Don’t miss the headnotes or text boxes! Though there’s usually a bit of storytelling that describes the origin or inspiration for the dish, it’s helpful for getting a better idea of what it will taste like and look like, so you’ll know when you get it right. Plus, you might pick up on tasty serving suggestions for rounding out the meal, or a few fresh ideas for flavor variations that could be even more appealing than the base formula as written.




Assemble all the ingredients, prepare them as described, measure them out, and have them easily accessible. This is what the French call mise en place, or “everything in place.” You’ll be able to speed through the instructions without pausing to chop an onion midway through the cooking process or realizing at the last minute that you don’t actually have that can of beans you could have sworn was in the back of the pantry.


Measure twice, cut once, as the proverb would advise. This is applicable to much more than carpentry and sewing. Take care to properly account for your ingredients. That means leveling off measuring cups for an even, complete fill, packing brown sugar firmly to make sweet little sandcastles when unmolded, or going for a higher level of accuracy by using weight measures. Flour and other similarly powdery ingredients are one of the most frequently mismeasured substances, simply because the method can affect the results drastically. Always sift flour into the measuring cup, overfill, and then sweep the excess back into the bag with the back of a knife for a flush fill. If you scoop it straight out, you’ll compact the ground grains which could almost double the total amount. I’m a huge fan of using a kitchen scale to cut out variables and also reduce the number of implements to wash at the end of the day. Check out page 239 for some quick volume to weight conversions.


Ingredient wording matters, too! The way that various foods are accounted for in the ingredient list, including punctuation and order, is carefully considered from the beginning of recipe development. “2 cups strawberries, sliced” means something very different from “2 cups sliced strawberries.” The former means to measure whole berries, and then slice them. The latter, however, means that you should first slice the berries and then measure the slices.


Pay attention to ingredient specifications. Bread flour is not the same as all-purpose flour nor cake flour; each subtle variation is employed for a reason. While the recipe may technically work with a substitution, it won’t necessarily be as good. This is especially true for salt. Unless otherwise specified, the “salt” that I call for in recipes is just plain table salt. Pickling salt is incredibly fine, which means you’re packing a much saltier punch for every teaspoon. On the other end of the scale, kosher salt is much larger, so your food may taste comparably unseasoned or lacking by following the same measurements.


Don’t get it twisted. Sheet pans can become warped over time from rapidly heating and cooling, which can cause parts to expand and contract at different rates. This is exacerbated when the hot metal is quenched with cold water. Avoid this harsh treatment at all costs! Although you can still technically use warped sheet pans, they’re more prone to leakage, splashing, or spilling when accommodating recipes with more liquid ingredients. Once bent out of shape, there’s no going back. Replace aging equipment before it becomes a liability.


Make sure your oven is properly calibrated. The digital readout is rarely accurate, even in brand new models, so it’s wise to keep at least one independent thermometer inside the oven. These, too, can be notoriously unreliable, so I like to use two or three thermometers hanging on different racks, so I can base my calculations on the average from those readouts.




Though it can be tough to cut down on distractions, try to make your time in the kitchen a fun activity, worthy of your full attention. You’ll enjoy the process more, have better control over each step, and maybe, just maybe, carve out a little time to relax along the way.


INGREDIENT GLOSSARY


Agave Nectar


Derived from the same plant as tequila but far less potent, this syrup is made from the condensed juice found at the core of the agave cactus. It is available in both light and dark varieties; the dark possesses a more nuanced, complex, and somewhat floral flavor, while the light tends to provide only a clean sweetness. Considered a less refined form of sugar, agave nectar has a much lower glycemic index than many traditional granulated sweeteners, and is therefore consumed by some diabetics in moderation.


All-Purpose Flour


While wonderful flours can be made from all sorts of grains, beans, nuts, and seeds, the gold standard in everyday baking and cooking is still traditional “all-purpose” wheat flour. Falling texturally somewhere in between cake flour and bread flour, it works as a seamless binder, strong foundation, and neutral base. It’s an essential pantry staple for me, stocked in my cupboard at all times. All-purpose flour may be labeled in stores as unbleached white flour or simply “plain flour.” Gluten-free all-purpose flour is also widely available now in mainstream markets and can be substituted at a 1:1 ratio for those sensitive to wheat. Many different blends exist, but I’ve personally had good results with Bob’s Red Mill®, Cup 4 Cup®, and King Arthur®.


Almond Meal/Flour


Almond flour is nothing more than raw almonds ground down into a fine powder, light and even in consistency which makes it ideal for baking, while almond meal is generally a bit more coarse. To make your own, just throw a pound or so of completely unadulterated almonds into your food processor, and pulse until floury. It’s helpful to freeze the almonds in advance so that they don’t overheat and turn into almond butter. You can also create a finer texture by passing the initial almond meal through a fine sieve to sift out the larger pieces. Due to their high oil content, ground nuts can go rancid fairly quickly. If you opt to stock up and save some for later, be sure to store the freshly ground almond flour in an airtight container in the refrigerator or freezer. To cut down on labor and save a little time, almond flour or meal can be purchased in bulk from natural food stores.


Aquafaba


It’s the not-so-secret ingredient taking the world by storm, dubbed a “miracle” by some and a food science breakthrough by others. In case you’re not already a fervent fan, aquafaba is the excess liquid found in any ordinary can of chickpeas. Technically, any bean can produce aquafaba, but the unique ratios of protein and starch found in garbanzo beans has been found to best mimic the unique binding and whipping properties previously only seen in egg whites. Different brands will yield slightly different results, but I’ve never found any that are complete duds. For more delicate applications like meringues or marshmallow fluff, you can always concentrate your aquafaba to create a stronger foam matrix by cooking it gently over the stove and reducing some of the water.


Arrowroot Powder/Flour


Thanks to arrowroot, you can thicken sauces, puddings, and mousses with ease. This white powder is very similar to kudzu and is often compared to other starchy flours. However, arrowroot is so fine that it produces much smoother, creamier results, and is less likely to stick together and form large lumps. It also thickens liquids much more quickly than cornstarch or potato starch, without leaving an unpleasant, raw sort of cereal flavor behind.


Black Salt (Kala Namak)


Lovingly if crudely nicknamed “fart salt” in my household, the sulfurous odor released by a big bagful really does smell like … well, you can probably guess. Despite that unpromising introduction, it does taste far better, and eerily similar to eggs. Enhancing everything from tofu scrambles to loaves of challah, it’s one of those secret ingredients that every vegan should have in their arsenal. Don’t let the name confuse you though; the fine grains are actually mottled pink in appearance, not black.


Bragg Liquid Aminos


Made from soybeans and closely resembling traditional soy sauce in both flavor and color, the two can be swapped at a 1:1 ratio if you should ever find your pantry lacking for either. There are very subtle nuances differentiating the taste of the two, making the liquid aminos slightly sweeter and savory in a way that I believe mimics fish sauce more closely. For those with soy sensitivities there are also coconut-based liquid aminos that can be purchased at health food stores or high-end specialty grocers.


Butter


It’s a basic kitchen staple, but good dairy-free butter can be quite elusive if you don’t know what to look for. Some name brands contain whey or other milk-derivatives, while others conceal the elusive, animal-derived vitamin D3, so be alert when scanning ingredient labels. For ease, I prefer to use it in stick format, such as Earth Balance® Buttery Sticks or Miyoko’s Kitchen European Style Cultured VeganButter. Never try to substitute spreadable margarine butter from a tub! These varieties have much more water to allow them to spread while cold, and will thus bake and cook differently. I always use unsalted margarine butter unless otherwise noted, but you are welcome to use salted as long as you remove about ¼ teaspoon of salt per ¼ cup of butter from the recipe. Overly salted food is one of the first flaws that diners notice, so take care with your seasoning and always adjust to taste.


Cacao Nibs


Also known as raw chocolate, cacao nibs are unprocessed cacao nuts, simply broken up into smaller pieces. Considerably more earthy and harsh than the sweet, mellow chocolate found in bars or chips, it is often used for texture and accent flavor in desserts. Sometimes it can be found coated in sugar to soften its inherent bitter edge, but for baking or cooking, you’ll want to start with the plain, raw version for the most versatility. Seek out bags of cacao nibs in health food stores; if you’re really lucky, you may be able to find them in the bulk bins of well-stocked specialty stores.


Chia Seeds


Yes, this is the same stuff that makes chia pets so green and fuzzy, and yes, the seeds are edible! Tiny but mighty, what makes these particular seeds so special is that they form a gel when mixed with liquid. This makes them a powerful binder when trying to replace eggs, or should flaxseeds be in short supply. Store in the freezer for a longer lifespan, and grind them before using in baked goods to maintain an even crumb texture.


Chocolate


Chocolate is chocolate, right? Oh, if only it were so simple. Needless to say, conventional white and milk chocolate are out of the picture, but some so-called dark chocolates still don’t make the dairy-free cut. Even those that claim to be “70% cacao solids, extra-special dark” may have milk solids or butterfat lurking within. Don’t buy the hype or the fillers! Stay vigilant and check labels for milk-based ingredients, as unadulterated chocolate is far superior. Semi-sweet has approximately half as much sugar as cocoa solids, and bittersweet tends to have even less. Baker’s chocolate is always vegan and entirely unsweetened, so it has intense chocolate flavor, but isn’t the tastiest option for eating out of hand. Dark chocolate is somewhat of a catch-all term that has no official nor legal definition.


Coconut Milk


When called for in this book, I’m referring to regular, full-fat coconut milk. That fat is necessary for creating a smooth, creamy mouth feel, and of course a richer taste. Light coconut milk or coconut milk beverages found in aseptic containers may be suitable in some cases for particularly calorie-conscious cooks, but such a substitution is likely to have detrimental effects on the overall texture of the dish. For best results, treat yourself to the genuine article. Plain coconut milk is found canned in the ethnic foods aisle of the grocery store. You can make it yourself from fresh coconut meat, but in most cases, the added hassle honestly isn’t worth the expense or effort.


Coconut Oil


Once demonized as artery-clogging sludge not fit to grease a doorframe, nutritionists now can’t recommend this tropical fat highly enough. Touted for its benefits when consumed or used on the skin or hair, it’s readily available just about anywhere you turn. Two varieties populate store shelves: Virgin (also labeled as raw or unrefined) coconut oil and refined coconut oil. Virgin gets the best press from the health experts since it’s less processed, and it bears the subtle aroma of the coconut flesh. Refined is wonderful for baked goods, however, since it has been deodorized and is essentially flavorless, allowing it to blend seamlessly into any dish. They both solidify below 76°F, but virgin oil reaches its smoke point at 350°F while refined is at 450°F, meaning you can safely use it to fry or roast food at much higher temperatures. Either works fine for raw or unbaked applications, so feel free to choose either one based on how much you want to taste the coconut essence in the final product.




Cocoa Butter


Chocolate is comprised of two key elements: The cocoa solids, which give it that distinct cocoa flavor, and the cocoa butter, which is the fat that provides the body. Cocoa butter is solid at room temperature, like all tropical oils, so it’s best to measure it after melting, as the firm chunks can appear deceptively voluminous. It’s important to pick up high-quality, food-grade cocoa butter. As a popular ingredient in body lotions and lip balms, some offerings come with fillers and undesirable additives, so shop carefully if you search locally. Avoid deodorized cocoa butter, unless you’d rather omit its natural flavor from your desserts.


Confectioners’ Sugar


Otherwise known as powdered sugar, icing sugar, or 10x sugar, confectioners’ sugar is a very finely ground version of standard white sugar, often with a touch of starch included to prevent clumping. You can make your own by powdering 1 cup of granulated sugar with 1 tablespoon of cornstarch in your food processor or spice grinder. Simply blend on the highest speed for about two minutes, allowing the dust to settle before opening your machine—unless you want to inhale a cloud of sugar!


Cream Cheese


Many innovative companies now make dairy-free products that will give you the most authentic shmears and cream cheese frostings imaginable. These soft spreads also hold up beautifully in cookie dough and piecrusts, contributing a great tangy flavor and excellent structure. My favorite brand is the classic Tofutti®, but there are now numerous options available that all work just as well in dessert applications. This ingredient is hard to replace with homemade varieties when seeking smooth, consistent results, so I suggest that you check out your local mega-mart or natural food grocer, or head online if all else fails.


Dehydrated Onion Flakes


Want to know the secret to what makes everything bagels so great? Dehydrated onion flakes. Yes, it’s a careful balance of many delightful seeds and seasonings, but the dried onions are what really carry the whole flavor. You might be forgiven for cutting back on any other single component, whereas an allium deficit would throw the entire balance into unrecognizable disarray. Most supermarkets and specialty spice shops such as Penzeys or MySpiceSage.com can accommodate, with the option of toasted onion flakes as well, lending a warmer, roasted note to the blend. You can make your own if you have a dehydrator, or a slow oven and a lot of patience. Just dice two or three onions and spread them out on a non-stick tray or silpat. Dehydrate for 4 to 10 hours, or bake in the oven using at the lowest setting possible (usually around 160–170°F) for 3 to 8 hours, stirring periodically, until crisp and papery.


Five-Spice Powder


A powerful mixture of anise, pepper, cinnamon, fennel seed, and cloves, we owe Chinese cuisine for this spicy representation of the five basic tastes—salty, sweet, sour, bitter, and savory. Ratios and exact blends vary depending on who you ask, and every cook seems to have their own family recipe, so go ahead and tweak until it pleases your own palate. Most grocery stores will stock the seasoning in the spice aisle, but here’s how I like to mix mine up at home:




2 tablespoons ground star anise


2 tablespoons crushed cinnamon stick pieces


2 teaspoons ground fennel seeds


2 teaspoons crushed Szechuan peppercorns


¼ teaspoon ground cloves


Toss all the spices into a coffee or spice grinder, and let the machine pulverize everything to a fine powder. Make sure that there are no large pieces or unmixed pockets of spice before transferring to an airtight jar. Dark-colored glass is the best option, because light will degrade the flavors faster.


If you can’t find Szechuan peppercorns, an equal amount of either black or white peppercorns can be substituted for a slightly different but similarly fiery bite.


Flavor Extracts


I usually try to stay as far away from flavor extracts as possible, because they are all too often artificial, insipid, and a poor replacement for the real thing. However, vanilla (see page xxi for further details), peppermint, and almond are my main exceptions, as high-quality extracts from the actual sources are readily available in most markets. Just make sure to avoid any bottles that list sugar, corn syrup, colors, or chemical stabilizers in addition to your flavor of choice.


Flaxseeds


Ground flaxseeds make an excellent vegan egg-replacer when combined with water. One tablespoon of the whole seeds produces approximately 1½ tablespoons of the ground powder. While you can purchase pre-ground flaxseed meal in many stores, I prefer to grind them fresh for each recipe, as they tend to go rancid much more quickly once broken down. Not to mention, it takes mere seconds to powder your own flaxseeds in a spice grinder. If you do opt to purchase flax meal instead, be sure to store the powder in your refrigerator or freezer until you are ready to use it. These tiny seeds can be found in bulk bins and prepackaged in the baking aisle of natural food stores.


Garbanzo Bean (Chickpea) Flour


Gaining in popularity as a versatile gluten-free flour, garbanzo flour is just what you might imagine; nothing but dried, finely ground chickpeas. When used in baking, it can be used as a substitute for about 20 to 25 percent of the wheat flour called for in a recipe or to add a toothsome density to cakes or cookies. It can also be cooked with water like polenta, and eaten either as a hot porridge or let set overnight in a baking dish, sliced, and then fried to make what is called chickpea panisse. Just be warned that eaten raw (if, say, someone decided to sample raw cookie batter that contains garbanzo flour) it is very bitter and unpleasant. Garbanzo flour should be readily available in most grocery stores in the baking or natural foods section, but if you have a powerful blender like a Vitamix with a dry grinding container, you can make your own from dried, split chickpeas (also known as chana dal). Process 2 cups of legumes at a time, and use the plunger to keep things moving. Once finely ground, let the dust settle for a few minutes before removing the lid of the container.




Graham Crackers


When I first went searching for vegan graham crackers, I was appalled at my lack of options. Why every brand in sight needed to include honey was beyond me. So, what is an intrepid food enthusiast to do in a tight situation like this? Shop, search, and browse some more, of course. Concealed among the rest, and often in natural foods stores, there are a few brands that exclude all animal products. Believe it or not, some of the best options are the store-brand, no-name biscuits that may otherwise get overlooked. Keep your eyes peeled for unexpected steals and deals.


Garlic


Quite possibly the single most celebrated seasoning the world over, garlic itself needs no explanation. Such popularity, however, has given rise to a wide range of garlicky options, some better suited for various recipes than others. There’s no standard size for a clove of garlic, but a good rule of thumb is that on average, a clove will yield about 1 teaspoon, minced. Granulated or powdered garlic is a bit more concentrated, so you can generally substitute ¼- to ½-teaspoon per clove if you’re out of the fresh stuff, or simply want the distinctive flavor without the raw bite. You can also find prepared, already-minced, or pureed garlic both in shelf-stable jars and frozen packets for super-speedy cooking needs.


Granulated Sugar


Yes, plain old, regular white sugar. Surprised to see this basic sweetener here? It’s true that all sugar (beet or cane) is derived from plant sources and therefore vegan by nature. However, there are some sneaky things going on behind the scenes in big corporations these days. Some cane sugar is filtered using bone char, a very non-vegan process, but that will never be specified on a label. If you’re not sure about the brand that you typically buy, your best bet is to contact the manufacturer directly and ask.


To bypass this problem, many vegans purchase unbleached cane sugar. While it is a suitable substitute, unbleached cane sugar does have a higher molasses content than white sugar, so it has more of a brown sugar–like flavor, and tends to produce desserts that are denser. Luckily, there are a few caring companies that go to great pains to ensure the purity of their sugar products, such as Florida Crystals® and Amalgamated Sugar Company®, the suppliers to White Satin, Fred Meyer, Western Family, and Parade. I typically opt for one of these vegan sugar brands to get the best results. You can often find appropriate sugar in health food store bulk bins these days to save some money, but as always, verify the source before forking over the cash. As sugar can be a touchy vegan subject, it is best to use your own judgment when considering which brand to purchase.


Harissa


Many people refer to this as the North African answer to hot sauce, but this complex red pepper paste is so much more sophisticated than that. A wide variety of chiles are blended together, including but not limited to serrano, bell peppers, bird’s eye chiles, and dried, rehydrated chiles such as Arbol, Guallio, chipotle, and ancho peppers, along with more exotic seasonings such as saffron, rosewater, and coriander. This combination lends it an unmistakable, unlimitable spicy perfume. Its closest relative is skhug (otherwise known as shug or zhug), a hot sauce found in Middle Eastern cuisine with similar flavors. You can find jars of harissa either with the other hot sauces at your local specialty market, or amongst the pickled and preserved foods. Luckily, it’s also a snap to make at home from the following formula:


1 roasted red bell pepper


3–4 hot chiles of choice (see above for suggestions)


4 cloves garlic


3 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons lemon juice


1 teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon ground caraway


½ teaspoon ground coriander


¼ teaspoon ground cumin


¼ teaspoon rosewater


Pinch saffron (optional)


Simply toss all the ingredients into your food processor or blender and pulse to purée, pausing as needed to scrape down the sides of the bowl to make sure everything is incorporated. Once the paste is smooth, transfer to an airtight glass jar and store in the fridge for up to 3 weeks. You can further extend its shelf life if you pour additional oil right on top, just enough to cover the surface and effectively seal the freshness in.


Hemp Seeds


Yes, these are edible seeds from cannabis sativa, but unlike the leaves, they won’t get you high. Instead, they’re a concentrated source of omega-3 fatty acids and many other vital nutrients, which has bolstered their public profile in recent years. Dubbed a superfood by many, what I find most attractive about these tiny kernels is their deeply savory, nutty flavor that blends nicely into both sweet and savory applications. Most hemp seeds are sold hulled, to make them a bit easier on the digestion, and are often squirreled away amongst the dietary supplements or in bulk bins.


Instant Coffee Powder or Granules


Though generally unfit for drinking as intended, instant coffee is an ideal way to add those crave-worthy roasted, smoky notes to any recipe without also incorporating a lot of extra liquid. Stored in a dry, dark place, a small jar should last a long time. You can even find decaf versions, in case you’re more sensitive to caffeine but still want that flavor in your recipes. I prefer powder to granules because it dissolves more easily, but both can work interchangeably with a bit of vigorous mixing.


Jackfruit


Practically unheard of just a few years ago, jackfruit has taken the world by storm for its uncanny ability to imitate the texture of shredded meat. These tropical fruits can grow to gigantic proportions, easily exceeding eighty pounds, and their spiny exterior makes them quite a sight to behold. You’re much more likely to encounter them canned, which is a merciful thing because their latex-y interior is a real pain to break down, coating everything from your knife to your hands in stubbornly sticky goo. Always make sure you’re purchasing young (or “immature”) green jackfruit in brine, not in syrup. The sweetened stuff is objectively dreadful.


Maple Syrup


One of my absolute favorite sweeteners, there is simply no substitute for real, 100 percent maple syrup. The flavor is like nothing else out there, and I have yet to meet a single brand of pancake syrup that could even come close. Of course, this incredible indulgence does come at a hefty price. Though it would be absolute sacrilege to use anything but authentic maple syrup on pancakes or waffles in my house, I will sometimes bend the rules in recipes where it isn’t such a prominent flavor, in order to save some money. In these instances, I’ll substitute with a maple-agave blend, which still carries the flavor from the actual source, but bulks it up with an equal dose of agave for sweetening power.


Matcha


Perhaps one of my all-time favorite flavorings, matcha is a very high-quality powdered green tea. It is used primarily in Japanese tea ceremonies and can have an intense, complex, and bitter taste when used in large amounts. Contrary to what many new bakers think, this is not the same as the green tea leaves you’ll find in mega-mart tea bags! Those are vastly inferior in the flavor department, and real matcha is ground much finer. There are many levels of quality, with each step up in grade carrying a higher price tag. Because it can become quite pricey, I would suggest buying a mid-range or “culinary” grade, which should be readily available at any specialty tea store and many health food markets.


Miso Paste


Fermented soybeans coarsely ground and mixed with water sounds like a sad excuse for soup, yet it’s the single most celebrated starter for any Japanese meal, be it breakfast, lunch, or dinner. The length of time that the beans are fermented determines the color and flavor of the finished paste; traditional miso is aged for at least three to five years, yielding a very dark, robust, and salty base. Lighter, gentler miso is often called “sweet” miso, which is delicious used as a condiment as well, spread very thinly on an ear of roasted corn, for example. Those sensitive to soy can now find many alternatives as well, the most common being chickpea miso, which more closely mimics the flavor of a light or white miso paste. Though all types can be substituted with more or less success, no two misos are exactly alike, and any changes can drastically change the end results.


Mochi and Mochiko


Mochiko is simply finely ground mochi flour, or glutinous rice flour. You can find this in any Asian specialty market or online. Koda Farms® is one of the most common brands available in the United States; it can be purchased in compact, white 1-pound boxes. To make your own mochi, it just takes a microwave and a few minutes!


¾ cup mochiko


⅓ cup confectioners’ sugar (optional; omit if using in savory dishes)




¾ cup water


½ cup potato starch, tapioca starch, or cornstarch


Place the mochiko in a medium microwave-safe bowl along with the sugar (if using) and water. Whisk vigorously until no lumps remain. Loosely cover the bowl with plastic wrap and microwave for 1 minute. Use a slightly dampened nonstick spatula to stir before re-covering and microwaving for an additional minute. Stir again, cover once more, and microwave for a final 30 seconds. It should be doughy, slightly gelatinous, and almost translucent.


Line a baking sheet with parchment paper and dust generously with your starch of choice. Place the hot mochi on top, cover with additional starch, and let cool until you can comfortably handle it. Use a rolling pin to flatten the ball out to about ¼-inch thickness. Add more starch as needed to prevent it from sticking. Chill the whole sheet for about 10 to 15 minutes, until firm and cool to the touch.


Use a very sharp knife to cut the slab into smaller, bite-sized pieces. Lightly brush away the excess starch. You can use the mochi as an ice cream topper, in soup like little dumplings, or cooked into okonomiyaki (page 50).


Non-Dairy Milk


The foundation of many cream and custard pies, I kept this critical ingredient somewhat ambiguous for a reason. Most types of non-dairy milk will work in these recipes, which leaves the possibilities wide open for anyone that needs to accommodate allergies or intolerances. Unless explicitly specified, any other type of vegan milk-substitute will work. My top pick is unsweetened almond milk because it tends to be a bit thicker, richer, and still has a neutral flavor. Don’t be afraid to experiment, though; there’s a lot to choose from!


Nori


If you’ve ever eaten sushi, you’re already well acquainted with nori. It’s the flat sheet of seaweed wrapped around your rice, so dark green that sometimes it looks black. Nori is easily found in any grocery store that has a section devoted to Asian imports, and most options are equally suitable for all preparations. The whole sheets work well as low-carb wraps beyond the sushi sphere, but they can also be snipped or crumbled into oceanic toppings for ramen, soba noodles, or rice bowls.


Nutritional Yeast


Unlike active yeast, nutritional yeast is not used to leaven baked goods, but to flavor all sorts of dishes. Prized for its distinctly cheesy flavor, it’s a staple in most vegan pantries and is finally starting to gain recognition in mainstream cooking as well. Though almost always found in savory recipes, I sometimes like to add a tiny pinch to some desserts, bringing out its subtle buttery characteristics. It can be found either in the baking aisle or in many bulk bin sections.


Panko Bread Crumbs


This Japanese import is much crisper and more airy than so-called “Italian-style” bread crumbs. That unique texture allows it to better resist absorbing oil when fried, yielding lighter, less greasy coatings. When used as filler or binder within recipes, it has a less prominent wheat flavor, allowing it to blend seamlessly into the background of just about anything, sweet or savory.


Salt


The importance of salt cannot be overstated. It’s that spark that makes flavors pop and balances out spice mixtures that might otherwise overwhelm the palate. To make a long story short, you do not want to leave out this unassuming but critical ingredient! Unless otherwise noted, I use regular old table salt (finely ground) in baking. Flaky sea salt or kosher salt can be fun to sprinkle directly over finished baked goods before serving for an extra punch of flavor, but be careful not to overdo it; there’s a fine line between salted and downright salty.


Seitan


All hail seitan! No, there’s no demon worship going on here, and in fact seitan originated on the opposite end of that spectrum. Buddhist monks first invented this “wheat meat” in ancient China, long before there was even a word for vegetarianism. Seitan is pure gluten, the stuff of celiac nightmares, but of body building dreams. Ounce for ounce, seitan has the same amount of protein as lean ground beef, and of course, less fat and no cholesterol. Textures range from chewy to spongy to pleasantly sinewy, depending on how it’s sliced and cooked. Ready to use, prepared seitan can be found in health food stores and Whole Foods Markets alongside the packages of refrigerated tofu.


Sour Cream


Another creative alternative comes to the rescue of vegan eaters everywhere! Vegan sour cream provides an amazingly similar yet dairy-free version of the original tangy spread. In a pinch, I suppose you might be able to get away with using soy yogurt instead, but that is generally much thinner, so I really wouldn’t recommend it. Vegan sour cream is sold in the refrigerated section of natural food stores and some mainstream grocers. It can often be found neatly tucked in among its dairy-based rivals, or with the other refrigerated dairy alternatives.


Sprinkles


What’s a birthday party without a generous handful of sprinkles to brighten up the cake? Though these colorful toppers are made primarily of edible wax, they are often coated in confectioners’ glaze, which is code for mashed up insects, to give them their lustrous shine. Happily, you can now find specifically vegan sprinkles (sold as “sprinkelz”) produced by the Let’s Do…® company, in both chocolate and colored versions, which can be found at just about any natural food store.


Sriracha


True heat-seekers and hot sauce fanatics may scoff at the relatively mild spice of sriracha, but that very quality is what makes it such a winning condiment for enhancing all cuisines. Leaning more heavily on garlic and a balanced sweetness than just pure fire power, it’s dangerously easy to power through even the largest bottles available. Don’t hold back, just enjoy the blaze; it’s dirt-cheap and found literally everywhere, even in gas stations and truck stops.




Sumac


Ask the internet what it thinks about “sumac” and the first thing to pop up won’t be about its culinary value, but about its toxicity. While closely related to poison ivy and sometimes confused with its less-friendly brethren in the wild, dried and ground sumac is an entirely different beast. Contributing the pucker-power of a lemon with punchy sourness and astringency, it has the benefit of being a powdered seasoning that won’t water down your dishes. For a reasonable stand-in, blend lemon zest with a pinch of salt, but don’t expect the exact same results.


Tahini


An irreplaceable staple in Middle Eastern cuisine, most regular grocery stores should be able to accommodate your tahini requests. Tahini is a paste very much like peanut butter, but made from sesame seeds rather than nuts. If you don’t have any on hand and a trip to the market is not in your immediate plans, then any other nut butter will provide exactly the same texture within a recipe, though it will impart a different overall taste. You can also make your own, just like you would make nut butter, but a high-speed blender is highly recommended to achieve a smooth texture.


Tamarind Paste


Tangy, tart, and often downright sour, tamarind possesses a powerful, sometimes polarizing flavor that’s best used sparingly to balance out a dish, rather than dominate. Harvesting the edible fruit from the pod can be a taxing proposition, thanks to its tough outer shell, fibrous interior, and hard, sticky seeds. Head straight for the prepared paste, a smooth, soft puree, to bypass the labor without sacrificing the taste. It’s readily available anywhere that exotic fruits are sold, either in the fresh produce section or canned goods aisle. Stored in an airtight container in the fridge, I’ve found that it’s pretty much indestructible.
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