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Introduction


Skillets. Griddles. Dutch ovens.


If you thought cast iron was old news, think again! Today, this durable cookware is making a comeback and, with The New Cast-Iron Cookbook, you’ll find yourself impressing your guests with delicious meals in no time.


Throughout the book, you’ll find more than 200 modern, mouthwatering dishes that are perfect for all occasions. From breakfast and brunch to appetizers and entrées to sweets and desserts, you’ll learn how to cook anything you can imagine in the world’s most indestructible pots and pans. And, whether you’re an experienced cast-iron cooker or have never picked up a skillet in your life, you’ll soon find yourself whipping up dishes like Fresh Fig Muffins, Swiss Chard and Lentil Soup, Miso-Glazed Salmon, and more with confidence and ease.


You may also be wondering how you should go about choosing a cast-iron pan in the first place. Can you restore the vintage one you found at the antique store up the street, or should you buy something new? How do you season cast-iron cookware? And, once you’ve cooked with these pots and pans, how do you get them clean? All these questions and more will be answered in Chapter 1, which tells you everything you need to know about the recently revived art of cast-iron cooking.


So, grab your cast-iron pots and pans and get ready to make the old new again.





Chapter 1
CAST-IRON BASICS


You know you want to cook with cast iron, but you know there’s special care involved. You’ve heard that you have to season it and clean it differently than you do other cookware, but how? In this chapter, you’ll learn everything you need to know about how to choose and care for your cast-iron pan, the benefits of cooking with cast iron, and more!


Why Cook with Cast Iron?


You know cast iron is on-trend, but why? What exactly is it about these heavy pots and pans that makes them a perennial favorite for everyone who’s serious about great food? Well, cast-iron cooking doesn’t just bring great taste. It also brings an array of benefits—some of which may not even have crossed your mind. Let’s take a look and learn what cast iron can do for you.


LOW COST, HIGH VALUE


If you think cast-iron pots and pans are outrageously expensive, think again! New cast-iron skillets actually cost 10–50 percent less than skillets made from other materials. For just $15–$20 for new skillets, you’ll come home with a pan that will gain value with each dish you make. And, if you buy and restore those vintage pots and pans that you find at a yard sale, flea market, or estate sale, or if you inherit cast-iron cookware from someone else in your family, even that small investment can go down considerably. And, no matter what you spend (or don’t spend) on your cast-iron dishes, they’re guaranteed to last a lifetime—or longer—so you’re sure to get your money’s worth!


IT CAN BE USED OVER HIGH HEAT


Many nonstick and other lightweight pans cannot be used over high heat. Because the metal is thin and conducts heat quickly, they can get too hot and then cool off easily. But, since most cast-iron pans are manufactured from a single, solid piece of metal, you can begin the cooking process on the stovetop and finish in the oven or under a broiler, and you can even place your cast-iron cookware directly over the hot coals on a grill or over a campfire. Make sure you know your pan, though. Some enameled pans come with a tempered plastic handle, and some Dutch ovens have metal handles that won’t be able to handle extreme heat.


CAST IRON PROVIDES EVEN HEAT


This thick, dense metal that we discussed in the previous section absorbs and conducts heat slowly and evenly. Although a cast-iron pan takes longer to get hot after placing it on a burner, it’s more likely to stay hot when you add cold foods. The even heating also makes it great for cooking sauces or things that may burn easily. If the pan is made properly, it will keep almost the same temperature on the edges as it does in the center. And since cast iron retains heat so well, you’ll find that it makes a great serving vessel.


When cooking with cast iron, always preheat your pan if you’re going to be cooking on the stove or want a crispy crust on something you’re baking in the oven. This preheating step takes a few more minutes, but gives much better results.


CAST IRON PROMOTES CRISPING


Not everything that comes out of a cast-iron pan is going to be crispy, but if you’re cooking something that should have a crispy or even crunchy exterior and a soft interior, cast iron is the best choice. The surface of the pan encourages food to brown and crisp better than even the most expensive nonstick skillet on the market. Even a brand-new, freshly seasoned skillet can give food a crispy texture.


IT WILL BECOME A NONSTICK PAN


When you first get your cast-iron cookware, you have to season it a few times before you can cook something without worrying about it sticking. But, once you have a healthy seasoning base on your cookware, which you’ll learn how to develop later in this chapter, you’ll find yourself cooking with less oil than you would in other pans. When you have a skillet with at least several months of seasoning, you can cut the oil called for in the recipe by a third to a half, and you won’t have to worry about scraping stuck-on food off your pan after the fact.


Cast iron’s nonstick qualities give you more than just less food to scrape off your cookware, though. Most nonstick pans are coated in Teflon, a synthetic resin that has been shown to emit fumes that are dangerous to small birds when used over high heat. So even if you’re lucky enough to have a typical nonstick pan that won’t warp over high heat, it may release fumes that could be toxic to your family. Cast iron doesn’t give off any fumes and it imparts iron into the food cooked in it, even after it is seasoned. If you tend to be anemic, you may be able to reduce your supplement intake by cooking most of your dishes in cast iron. Be sure to follow your doctor’s orders and get tested before changing your prescribed health plan.


A SEASONED SKILLET LEADS TO HEALTHIER COOKING


Cook dishes with a high fat or oil content the first eight to ten times you use a new cast-iron skillet. As your skillet gets more seasoned, you’ll need less fat and oil. And because the surface and metal used in your skillet will help you create a crust on foods, you won’t miss that fat. With cast iron, even your boneless, skinless chicken breasts will look like rustic, browned comfort food.


What Do You Need?


Before you start cooking with cast iron, take some time to think about what you need. To start, what kind of cast-iron pan do you actually need to buy? You’re probably familiar with and may even own a cast-iron skillet, but a skillet isn’t the only pot or pan available. As you look to buy either new or vintage cast iron, consider investing in the following pots and pans, all of which are used to create the delicious cast-iron recipes found throughout the book:




	Chicken fryer


	Corn stick pan


	Dutch oven


	Griddle


	Grill pan


	Muffin pan


	Skillet


	And so many more!





In addition to this variety, when it comes to cast iron, you can choose pots and pans that are:




	New


	Used


	Enameled


	Nonenameled


	Unseasoned


	Pre-seasoned





Used pans are likely to come from a yard sale, flea market, online auction, or as a gift. Enameled pans are cast-iron pans that have a glass, enameled coating, usually on the inside and out. This coating is often white on the inside and comes in a variety of colors on the outside, depending on the manufacturer.


All of these options have differences that you should keep in mind while purchasing.


BRAND-NEW CAST-IRON COOKWARE


When buying new cookware, look for pans that don’t have any large pits, bumps, or cracks on the cooking surface. These imperfections can make it harder to cook with your pan. Ideally the pan will be dull gray and have a texture similar to that of a piece of high-grit sandpaper. As you cook with it, it will become blacker and smoother. You also want to make sure that the thickness of the bottom and sides of the pan is even. Pans with bottoms and sides that get thinner around the edge are less likely to conduct heat evenly and are more likely to break.


VINTAGE CAST-IRON COOKWARE


Cast-iron pans, if cared for properly, get better with age because they become more seasoned each time they’re used. Even an old pan that is rusted or covered in bumpy residue can be salvaged, and will likely be better than a new one.


Before you buy a vintage cast-iron pan, take a close look at the merchandise. Make sure your pan doesn’t have cracks, even if they don’t go all the way through. Look for black epoxy used to fill any pits or cracks. It can be hard to see epoxy-filled cracks, but if you see black paint, ask before you buy if you intend to cook with it. Epoxy is poisonous and will release toxins when heated.


How to Season (or Reseason) a Pan


The interior of a new pan has a roughly textured surface, but a fully seasoned skillet is smooth and black. Every time you use the cast-iron pot or pan, as long as you clean it properly (discussed later in this chapter), you season the pan or bond the oils and fats from the cooking process into its surface.


Note, however, that if you have a pan with an enameled coating on the inside, the enameling process eliminates the need for seasoning. With a quick wash, these dishes are ready to use straight out of the box. Because they can’t be seasoned, you may find yourself using more oil than a recipe calls for, but because the iron isn’t in touch with the food, you don’t have to worry about cooking dishes high in acid in a new skillet.


SEASONING THE UNSEASONED PAN


When you buy a cast-iron pan at the store, you’ll notice that it will be covered in a paraffin-like or shellac coating, which the manufacturer places on the pan to protect its surface. Before you go any further in the seasoning process, you will need to remove this coating by washing and scrubbing the pan in hot, soapy water. Be sure to clean every edge, the handle, and the outside of the skillet thoroughly. Dry it completely before proceeding. Then, fill the skillet with water, place it over a medium burner, and let the water evaporate. If you smell a strong chemical smell, wash and dry the skillet again.


Now that your pan is clean, it’s time to add the first seasoning layer. Preheat the oven to 350°F and place a layer of aluminum foil or a baking sheet on the bottom rack of the oven. Then, take a tablespoon-sized chunk of shortening and rub it over the entire interior and exterior surface of the skillet; any excess will drip off the pan as it bakes. Place the pan upside down in the oven and let it bake for one hour.


Once the hour is up, turn off the heat and leave the pan in the oven to cool overnight. The surface should be darker, but it won’t be black and shiny yet. It will take several uses and proper cleaning to get the desired appearance.


Note that during the seasoning process, you’ll likely notice a slight burning smell and see some smoke. This is normal and should not be a cause for concern. During this process, the oil you applied to the pan smokes, and the pan soaks up both the oil and the carbonization that it creates.


CLEANING AND PREPPING THE PRE-SEASONED PAN


If you’re not quite ready for the time commitment that an unseasoned, cast-iron pan needs, you can buy pre-seasoned pieces at the store. Before using one of these pots or pans, you just need to wash it with hot water (no soap!) and a stiff-bristled brush. Dry the pan completely, pour some vegetable oil on a paper towel, and rub it over the surface of the pan until you’re ready to use it.


There is some disagreement about whether pre-seasoned skillets are worth their greater cost. This cookware is typically more expensive, and some say that the factory-applied seasoning doesn’t hold up as well as the seasoning that you could apply at home. However, if you only plan on using your cast-iron pan occasionally, not having to go through the steps previously described for an unseasoned skillet may make the higher price worth it.


PREPPING A HEALTHY OLDER SKILLET


Some vintage cast-iron cookware will come to you in fantastic shape—and some won’t. If you’ve bought or inherited the former, your path to the oven will be an easy one. If the inside of the skillet is smooth and shiny, all you need to do is rinse it with hot water, dry it thoroughly, and wipe it with a fresh coating of oil. If you’re concerned about latent bacteria, place an inch of water in the pan and put it over high heat. Let the water boil for one minute. Hold the pan over a sink and swirl the pan around so the hot water coats the interior. Then simply dry it and coat it with oil before using.


PREPPING A NEEDY OLDER SKILLET


If you have a vintage cast-iron pan that’s in rusty, dirty, or otherwise rough shape, you have to restore it to its former glory before you’ll be ready to cook. To start, you need to sand off rust with steel wool, large-grit sandpaper, a rust eraser, a small steel brush, or even just scouring powder. Thick, carbonized residue can be removed by placing your skillet in the oven during the self-cleaning cycle. You can also spray the pan with oven cleaner, place it in a plastic bag, and let it sit for a few days. Wash the pan thoroughly using soap and water and scrub the affected areas with steel wool if necessary to get back to the bare metal.


After you’ve stripped the rust or corrosion off the pan, you’ll need to follow the same seasoning steps as you would for a new pan. If the pan seems dry and isn’t glossy after the initial seasoning, it may mean the oil used in the seasoning has soaked into the surface of the pan. If this is the case, pour some vegetable oil on a paper towel and rub it over the entire surface of the pan. Place the pan over medium heat and let it cook until the oil starts to smoke. Turn off the heat and let the pan cool to the touch before using.


How to Clean Cast Iron


Unless you’re hanging your newly seasoned cast-iron pan for decoration, you’re going to need to care for it slightly differently than you would your other cookware. Because it must be maintained differently, cast iron scares away many people, but if cared for correctly, you’ll find cleanup time is actually faster than with other pots and pans. The main rule of cleaning a cast-iron pan is avoid using soap on it once it’s been seasoned. Using soap won’t ruin it, but it will remove some of the seasoning that you’ve worked to build up.


Make sure your pan is hot before you try to clean it. A hot pan is easier to clean than a cold skillet because the metal is expanded and more likely to release what is stuck to it. Pour in 1⁄2 tablespoon of water and a tablespoon of kosher salt. Wad up a paper towel, hold it with tongs, and rub it over the surface of the pan to loosen anything stuck to it. (The salt will help grind away debris.) When the salt looks dirty, dump it out, wipe the surface clean, and your pan is sealed and ready for storage.


If you have a particularly stubborn mess or if your paper towel starts to fall apart, pour 2 tablespoons of salt (kosher or pickling salt works best) in the skillet and cut a potato in half. Hold the potato like a scrub brush and rub it firmly over the surface of the skillet. The salt should act like scouring powder to help you rub off the stuck-on food. Neither the potato nor the salt will damage the surface of the pan, and the potato will protect your fingertips from abrasions.


If you still can’t remove the mess, which is more likely to happen with a new skillet, try scraping it with a butter knife. This may result in spots that are lighter than the rest of the pan, but these will disappear after a few uses. And if nothing else seems to help, use some hot and soapy water. This should be a last resort since it does remove some of the seasoning.


CLEANING ENAMELED CAST IRON


Cleaning enameled cast-iron pans is relatively easy. You should simply wash them with hot, soapy water. Because the enameled surface can scratch, you should use only plastic scrub-brushes and sponges. Note that the lighter-colored surfaces can stain fairly easy, but soaking them for a few hours in a mild bleach solution will remove the stains. Also, keep in mind that day-to-day care for enameled cast-iron cookware is trickier than nonenameled cookware. Because the enameling can scratch, be sure to use only wooden, plastic, nylon, or silicone cooking tools.


How to Store Your Cast-Iron Pans


Since the majority of cast-iron pans don’t scratch, you can stack them together. You can also hang them from a firmly attached pot rack, or leave them on the stovetop or in the oven, like many cast-iron users do. If you rarely cook or if you have to store your pans for an extended period of time, it’s best to coat them lightly in vegetable oil inside and out. You also want to oil newer pans after each use, and you especially want to oil pans that you’ve had to clean with soapy water. The oil not only keeps the pan from rusting, it also keeps the oil that’s already on the rough surface of the pan from drying up. In addition, as time goes on, this also makes the pan easier to clean and cook with.


The surfaces of enameled cast-iron pots and pans are prone to chipping, so avoid stacking your enameled cookware when you store it. Dropping the pans can also result in chips and cracks, as can using the pans over very high heat. Because high heat can damage the enameling, it’s safest to not use these pans on a grill, over a campfire, or when cooking over high heat on a stovetop.


Precautions for Cast-Iron Pans


Even though you may find yourself wanting to use your cast-iron pans for everything, there are a few things to keep in mind before you dive in to cast-iron cooking:




	Cast iron is heavy and you’ll most likely need two hands to pour from a skillet or to lift a full pan out of the oven.


	Highly acidic foods can often end up tasting metallic if cooked in a less-than-seasoned pan. The acid can also cause a pan’s seasoning to dissolve. Make sure to use an enameled or a well-seasoned pan when you’re cooking with tomatoes or tomato sauce, wine, beer, citrus juices, or vinegars.


	The recipes in this book provide cooking times for cast-iron pans. Because of the even-heating properties of cast-iron pans, when you’re using other recipes for different types of cookware, you may find that you need to reduce cooking times by 5–10 percent.


	Serving food in cast iron makes a great presentation and keeps the food warmer longer than if you transfer it to a bowl. But never store food in your skillet in the refrigerator or on a table for more than a few hours. The acids and liquids in the foods will start to break down the seasoning. Once the seasoning starts to break down, your food will begin to taste metallic. There is nothing carcinogenic or poisonous about this taste, but many people find it off-putting.


	Hot liquids can also remove the seasoning from pans if you’re not careful. If you’ve only used your Dutch oven a few times, boiling liquids may cause the seasoning to start to dissolve along the edges. If you notice that your seasoning is worse after cooking, wash the skillet normally, then dry it by placing it over medium heat on your stovetop and rubbing some oil into the surface of the pan while it is hot. As the pan cools it will absorb the oil and will be ready for your next use.


	If you have a glass top range, don’t drag the pans across the range. This will scratch the surface. Because it takes a while for electric ranges to cool down, move your cast-iron pan off the burner if you want it to stop cooking. Alternately, if you’re close to finishing a dish, you can turn off the burner but leave the pan in place so it finishes cooking slowly.


	You can ruin a cast-iron pan beyond repair by changing the temperature of the skillet dramatically and quickly. If you pour ice water into a heated pan, or if you have a pan in the freezer and then place it over high heat, your cast-iron pan may crack.





Now that you know the basics on how to choose a pan, how to season it, how to cook with it, and how to clean and store it, it’s time to begin cooking. So grab your cast-iron pots and pans and get ready to impress!





Chapter 2
BREAKFAST AND BRUNCH




Blue Cheese Buttermilk Biscuits


YIELDS 12 BISCUITS


21⁄2 CUPS CAKE FLOUR OR ALL-PURPOSE FLOUR


2 TEASPOONS BAKING POWDER


3⁄4 TEASPOON KOSHER SALT


1⁄2 TEASPOON BAKING SODA


2⁄3 CUP CHILLED VEGETABLE SHORTENING, CUT INTO CUBES


1 CUP BLUE CHEESE, CRUMBLED


1 SCALLION, MINCED


11⁄3 CUPS PLUS 1 TABLESPOON BUTTERMILK




	Preheat oven to 350°F and place griddle in the middle of the oven.


	Whisk the dry ingredients together in a large bowl. Cut the shortening into the dry ingredients. Stir in the blue cheese and scallions.


	Make a well in the center and pour in 11⁄3 cups of buttermilk. Fold to combine. Divide the dough into twelve even balls and drop them on the hot griddle or skillet. Brush the surface of the biscuits with 1 tablespoon of buttermilk. Bake in the center of the oven for 20–25 minutes, or until they’re golden brown. Serve with butter while warm.







Cornmeal Johnnycakes


YIELDS 6–8 SERVINGS


1 CUP CORNMEAL


1 TEASPOON SALT


1 TEASPOON SUGAR


11⁄2 CUPS BOILING WATER


1⁄4 CUP VEGETABLE OIL OR BACON DRIPPINGS




	Stir the dry ingredients in a bowl and whisk in the boiling water.


	Place a griddle over medium-high heat. Once it’s heated, add 2 tablespoons of the vegetable oil.


	Drop the mixture onto the pan a few tablespoons at a time. Cook for 5 minutes before flipping and cooking the other side. Place them on a warmed plate until ready to serve with butter, maple syrup, or hot sauce.







Zucchini Pancakes


YIELDS 24–30 PANCAKES


11⁄2 POUNDS ZUCCHINI (3 LARGE ZUCCHINI), SHREDDED


1 TEASPOON PLUS 1 PINCH SALT


1⁄4 VIDALIA ONION, THINLY SLICED AND SEPARATED


1 LARGE EGG


3⁄4 CUP FINE BREAD CRUMBS


1⁄2 CUP VEGETABLE OIL


PINCH PEPPER




	Place the zucchini in a colander. Sprinkle with 1 teaspoon salt and toss to coat evenly. Let this sit in your sink for half an hour to 1 hour if it is humid.


	Preheat oven to 200°F so you can keep cooked pancakes warm before serving.


	Squeeze as much of the water out of the zucchini as you can. Place them in a bowl. Sprinkle the onion over the zucchini and mix in the egg and bread crumbs.
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