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  To Nicole, Ben, and Justin: You are, as always, my source of pride and inspiration.

  And for my late mother, Harriet Rubens, who worked very hard to remember those recipes from so long ago.


  “One is considered fortunate nowadays if by chance one of these iron utensils is handed down to them from the second to the third generation.”

  —Aunt Ellen
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  Introduction

  Life certainly seems more challenging today, even compared with just a few years ago. Whether those earlier times were ever really kinder and gentler, or just rose-colored dreams, is debatable. For whatever the reasons, these days many of us crave the comfort of the familiar in one form or another. That yearning is most obvious in our food choices: simplicity is the new sophistication and fussy fare seems dated.

  Mac and cheese—just like Mom’s or dressed up—appears on restaurant menus. Even in fancier restaurants, some homey dishes like Brussels sprouts are served in the same cast-iron ramekins and casseroles in which they are cooked, sometimes smugly sharing the table with Limoges porcelain.

  Old-fashioned fare and cookware not only satisfy our hunger, on a primal level they reassure us by their link to the past … and seem so right for today.

  Old Is Newsworthy

  Long before my great-grandmother simmered chicken and dumplings in her Dutch oven, cast-iron cookware was appreciated. The Chinese began melting and forming the metal into vessels in the sixth century BCE. By the Middle Ages, tools and cookware that were cast in iron were so valuable they were listed as hereditary property in European estates; and in the fifteenth century, three-legged, dark gray iron cauldrons were common in hearths and fireplaces.

  The pots arrived in the New World with the earliest European settlers. By the mid-nineteenth century, as Americans pushed beyond the Mississippi River across the plains to the Old West, thousands of pioneers hitched their oxen or mules to covered wagons. Often, a thick-walled pot with a tight-fitting lid—the Dutch oven—was on the back of each chuck wagon. It was essential for cooking meals.

  For the forty-niners who went to California during the Gold Rush, “cooking was in black iron spiders (monumental cast iron frying pans on legs, originally designed for open hearth cooking and now pressed into service over the campfire) and Dutch ovens. Meals were dished up with the sky as roof and the earth as dining table, around a fire of sage, twigs, or buffalo chips,” writes Ann Chandonnet in Gold Rush Grub: From Turpentine Stew to Hoochinoo, (University of Alaska Press, 2006).

  David G. Smith, a pre-eminent cast-iron cookware historian (a.k.a. the Pan Man), veteran collector, and co-founder of the Wagner and Griswold Society (www.wag-society.org), says that the first piece of cast-iron cookware made in the American Colonies was a small kettle cast in 1642, in Lynn, Massachusetts.

  Today, celebrated chefs and cooks like Emeril Lagasse, Tom Colicchio, and Martha Stewart are among many who have joined the cast-iron bandwagon as enthusiastic advocates.

  Why Cast-Iron Now?

  Teresa Farney, a friend and food editor of the Colorado Springs Gazette, asks: “Do you really need to dish out hundreds of dollars for designer-label, high-end cookware when there’s good old cast-iron around? Durable, functional, and relatively inexpensive, cast-iron has so much going for it, it’s a wonder more cooks don’t use it. Maybe it’s because cast-iron seems so old-fashioned compared to all the modern-looking $300-plus industrial cookware sets.”

  “Among its strengths is that the heavy metal retains heat well, which helps food cook quickly and evenly,” Farney adds. The reason many people say that they buy a large black skillet in the first place is because they remember their mom or grandmother using it to make the best fried chicken and wonderfully crusty loaves of breads. As a result of that weight—the cookware’s only major drawback—the pans take longer to heat up than, say, stainless steel or aluminum. A quick rule of thumb is to allow 3 to 4 ½ minutes, depending how hot the recipe says the pan should be. Since the handles are also made of metal, they also get hot, so a mitt is essential.

  Cast-iron pots and pans are ideal for braising comfort-style dishes over low heat, as well as searing foods over high heat on top of the stove and then finishing them in the oven. Throughout this book, I use every cooking technique from searing and sweating foods to simmering and frying—both deep fat and pan-frying—as well as caramelizing. The cookware can also go directly from the stove to the table.

  Another friend, Marguerite Thomas, who writes for the Los Angeles Times International Syndicate, adds that the pans are wonderful on an induction cooktop, unlike those made of either copper or aluminum, which do not conduct (or “induce”) magnetic energy from the cooktop and thus can’t cause metal vessels to heat up. The only place cast-iron doesn’t work is in a microwave.

  With regards to what can be cooked in cast-iron, I say just about everything. When I was just learning to cook with cast-iron, I remember being told not to use the pans for tomatoes or other acidic foods because the metal can discolor or turn them bitter. Over the years, however, and especially while testing the recipes in this book, my experience has been that if the pan is well seasoned, this isn’t a problem. That said, when cooking a lot of tomatoes, where using cast-iron serves no real purpose in the recipe and/or the sauce is made separately anyway, I’d use a non-reactive skillet or pan, such as stainless steel. What I wouldn’t do is store cooked foods for a long time in the pots.
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