
[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2019 by Howie Southworth and Greg Matza

Original material copyright © 2016

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Qualcom

Cover photo by Howie Southworth

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-4248-2

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-4253-6

Printed in China



WHAT MAKES A CAST-IRON SKILLET SO LOVABLE?

Let’s face it. If your kitchen had just one pan, one single tool to accomplish any cooking concoction of which you dare to dream, it should be a pretty awesome one, right? The chosen one, the golden child, the king of the ring, the one true pan to rule them all! It should be a cast-iron skillet! Cast iron has been used for cooking since the Han Dynasty in China. That’s more than 2,000 years of skillet cornbread! Well, perhaps not cornbread specifically, but you get the idea. Cast-iron cookware is a proven hero, never goes out of style, and cannot be destroyed, despite how you feel about yourself as a home cook.

Now that you’ve given in to our hype and acquired a skillet of this magic material, here’s a pat on the back in the form of our top eleven reasons why you’ve made an incredibly good decision:


1. It is virtually indestructible. When cooking with a nonstick pan, you’re advised not to use metal implements. Heck, sometimes you’re even told not to use a wooden spoon! What gives? Free the spatula! This skillet will not scratch, so you can use any type of cooking utensil. Throw away the worries with cast iron. “But I need a nonstick surface,” you say? Once a skillet is properly seasoned, the skillet becomes nonstick. And that nonstick gets non-stickier the more you use it. Ta-da!

2. It can be used on any heat source. Unless you’re trying to cook in a small forge in the garage, cast iron cannot be destroyed. It can go from a gas or electric stovetop to the oven and back again without skipping a beat. Even over the campfire, you ask? Absolutely. In fact, we’ve dedicated a whole chapter to outdoor cookin’!

3. It retains heat like no other cooking vessel. Keeping food warm ahead of a meal no longer requires a low-temperature oven or flame. Has Thanksgiving prep got your kitchen in a tornado-like state? At least your andouille cornbread dressing is nice and toasty at the table instead of taking up valuable oven room. Freedom!

4. In a word: Browning. Have you ever heard the now ubiquitous phrase, “Golden, brown, and delicious” or “GBD”? That’s one of the hallmarks of cast-iron cooking. Since you’ll experience consistent heat on every surface, your steaks will have that to-die-for sear, your crispy hash browns will rival any greasy spoon, and your pineapple upside-down cake will have that luscious sheen you’ve only seen on television.
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5. It’s very, very talented. This book will show you how to sauté, shallow fry, deep fry, sear, bake, braise, stew, and even boil all in one piece of hardware. Specialized kitchens use seven different devices for what you can accomplish with just one cast-iron dream machine. She’s the best multitasker money can buy. Speaking of which . . .

6. It’s cheap. Your first cast-iron skillet will set you back about $20, compared to an acceptable entry–level, aluminum-clad sauté pan at $100. Since you can use cast iron to do everything mentioned in #5 above, you might have a single vessel in your arsenal, but you’ll be able to produce myriad dishes for less than half the cost of a night out at the movies! OK, you still have to buy ingredients, but you get the point!

7. It provides a bit of a workout. Cast-iron cooking is terrific exercise. The skillet is heavy; moving it from stovetop to oven can work the biceps, deltoids, and, depending on where your oven is, the glutes. We kid, but the truth is you hardly ever have to move the skillet during cooking, and accidental tipping of the pan is almost impossible. It does get hot, and keeps heat well. Always wear a shirt, especially when frying!
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8. Cleanup is a piece of cake. (Before you even ask, of course you can bake a cake in a cast-iron skillet.) If your dish doesn’t simply slide out of the pan and bits of food are left behind, they will easily lift off. In the case of particularly sticky fare, a bit of stiff brush action, water, and wiping will usually do the trick. Over time and use, a coating (a.k.a. the seasoning or patina) is developed on the inside of the pan that helps “slicker the slickness.”

9. It’s low fat. As mentioned above, with repeated use cast iron will develop a coating that acts like the (ahem, inferior) nonstick coating of “nonstick” pans. This means that over time you’ll use less oil to cook. In some cases you may not even need oil at all to obtain a perfect sear, flawless stir-fries, or no-mess scrambles.

10. It gives you superpowers. Studies have shown that cast-iron cooking has a cool benefit of adding the iron you need directly into the dishes you cook. That’s right! This book can help increase your immunity and give you energy!

11. It’s the gift that keeps on giving. Cast-iron cookware has been known to pass between generations of family cooks. You are the beneficiary of the work your grandmother did in her cast-iron skillet. Your kids gain from years of seasoning in your kitchen, and so on down the road. It may just be the perfect wedding gift. The longer a cast-iron skillet remains in use, the more soul it gives to the latest dish. Every dish that is cooked in a well-loved cast-iron skillet owes a bit of its spirit and depth to every dish that came before. Be a good person. Cook in cast iron.





A SIMPLE SKILLET-BUYING GUIDE

For once, the phrase, “You get what you pay for,” works in your favor. When it comes to cast-iron skillets, the simple, inexpensive ones are the best. Still, there are a few questions to ask yourself before your purchase:

Where can I buy a cast-iron skillet?

This list may be surprising. Over the last two decades, cooking at home has exploded, hopefully only figuratively, due to TV cooking programs and food-related competition shows. Everyone seems to be getting into the cooking supply game.


• Rural lifestyle retailers

• Specialty retailers

• Outdoor lifestyle retailers

• Value retailers

• Hardware retailers

• Homeware retailers

• Kitchen supply retailers

• Department retailers

• Online mega-retailers



Enameled versus Non-enameled

When shopping for a cast-iron pan, you may run into several models with white and/or colored enamel on them. If the enamel is only on the outside of the pan, it won’t impact the cooking. It’ll make your pan significantly more expensive, but who are we to judge the cost of beauty.

If, however, the cooking surface of the pan is enameled, we think that it ceases to be a cast-iron skillet. The many notable benefits of using a cast-iron pan are directly attributable to the fact that the iron is in direct contact with the food. If there’s a layer of ceramic between the iron and the food, you are no longer using cast iron.
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Enameled pans are beautiful. They are great for long-cooking stews, and are generally a great addition to your kitchen. However, if you want to read about the best ways to use an enamel pan, you’re reading the wrong book.

Seasoned versus Unseasoned

You can buy a cast-iron skillet that went through a seasoning process in the factory. In fact, the leading manufacturer of cast-iron skillets pre-seasons all of its new skillets. In theory, this means you can use the skillet right out of the box without taking the time and trouble to season it yourself. Pre-seasoned skillets, however, do cost a bit more.

So if you’re the kind of person who likes do-it-yourself projects and saving money, try to find an unseasoned skillet, though it’s increasingly difficult to find! If you want to use the skillet immediately, and the price difference is moot, go pre-seasoned.

For instructions on seasoning your raw skillet, see the “Seasoning, Cleaning, Repair and Care” section on page 10.

Sizes

Cast-iron pans come in a wide variety of sizes, from 2-inch-diameter novelties to 20-inch-diameter behemoths.

When buying your first skillet, your choice is highly dependent upon the size of your audience. If you’re flying solo and are just getting your cooking feet wet (note: don’t cook with your feet), perhaps an 8-inch-diameter skillet would suffice. However, once you start entertaining guests, your size needs change. A 10-inch-diameter skillet is great for small family meals. If you’re cooking for a crowd, a 12-inch-diameter skillet is a must.

Another way to approach the size question is by looking through this book. The recipes include recommendations for skillet sizes. So, if you want to make every recipe in this book exactly as we made it, you can do so with three skillets: 8-inch, 10-inch, and 12-inch. You can also easily adjust any recipe in this book to fit the skillet you own.

Lids

Most skillets come without lids. We strongly recommend investing in a lid. Lids enable you to use your skillet for any dish that requires a long braise or simmer.

Specifically, a lid performs two duties. First, it keeps all the water in the pan. As you simmer, water evaporates, but when it hits that lid, it condenses and rains back in to the food. Second, that evaporation and rain keep the air above your braising liquid incredibly moist, protecting any meat or vegetables from turning to jerky.

If you don’t have a lid, you can always improvise. We’ll often use another skillet turned upside down, a lid from a nearby stock pot, or a piece of foil. These will work, but a lid that tightly fits your skillet will work better.

Vintage versus New

At its base, cast iron is cast iron. Whether manufactured in 1815 or 2015, it’s fundamentally the same. The heating and browning properties of old versus new pans are identical.

That said, pans made after about 1950 are different. Over the years, there have been some manufacturing changes that have a subtle impact on your pan. Specifically:


• Vintage skillets can be thinner and lighter. Whether this is an advantage or liability is really a matter of taste. Vintage skillets are easier on the biceps, but less iron means less heat retention.

• Vintage skillets are usually smoother. Older manufacturing processes included a process called “smoothing.” Remarkably enough, this resulted in a smooth pan surface. New pans are a bit bumpy, though they will smooth out with use and seasoning.

• Vintage skillets may need new seasoning. Vintage skillets, especially those that you can find at a garage sale, may not be in the best shape. It may take some time and effort to get them restored. See the “Seasoning, Cleaning, Repair, and Care” section on page 10.



So, buy what you prefer. Like loving ballet versus digging punk rock, vintage versus new is more a question of taste than some inherent value of the performance.

Pot Holders

Cast iron gets very, very hot. Invest in good pot holders and use them. If every recipe included every moment when we’d suggest using a pot holder around a hot skillet, this book would be roughly 600 pages longer than it is.

Our favorite potholders are thin suede. They aren’t cheap, but they do a great job of providing maximal protection, without being too bulky. But really, most anything will work. Except wet towels. Don’t try wet towels.



SEASONING, CLEANING, REPAIR, AND CARE

Initial Seasoning

If you’ve opted to purchase a pre-seasoned skillet, as will often be the case in this day and age, you may skip this step and get right to cooking. Then again, this is a good step to practice, to give the factory seasoning a personal boost. It’s also useful if you ever need to reboot after some Herculean scrubbing.

What do we mean by seasoning? We’re not talking about cumin or paprika here. We’re discussing kick-starting that lovely coating that will continue to naturally build on the skillet and improve every time you cook. The more seasoning your skillet develops, the more nonstick properties it provides.

Over time, the initially pebbly surface of the raw skillet will become smooth as ice. You can season a skillet very simply using these steps:


• Heat oven to 350°F, arranging one rack in the center of your oven and another rack below it.

• Make sure that the skillet is completely clean. Use a nylon pad, nylon brush, or salt as a scouring agent.

• Wipe moisture off the skillet and then place over high heat on the stovetop. Heat until any remaining moisture has evaporated, usually 2–4 minutes.

• Using a towel, apply a uniform, thin coat of oil (any cooking oil is fine) to the surface you want seasoned. This can be just the bottom of the pan, or it can include the exterior.

• Place a baking sheet on the lower rack of your oven.

• Place the skillet, upside down, on the upper rack, above the baking sheet. The baking sheet is there to catch any drips.

• Cook for about 1 hour.
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This process may be repeated as often as necessary, or if you’re bored and want to do something nice for your skillet. If you’ve got an hour to kill, only good can come from this. In the case of an inherited and fairly battered or rusty old skillet, repeated seasoning will be necessary to get it back into peak, shiny, blackened condition.

Cleaning

Throughout this book we use many different cooking methods, from stir frying and sautéing to baking and braising. Most recipes will leave the inside of the skillet more or less clear of tough bits. There will be times, however, that you have caked-on egg to resolve, or an undesired layer of slightly more than crisp rice to mitigate. Do not fret.

Live by this haiku, and you will have a pan that lasts for generations.


Long soak is evil

Keep the wet quick in your pan

Oil is your friend



You can probably drop your skillet down an elevator shaft without harming it, but leave it to soak overnight and you’re in for some serious trouble. Why? Because iron rusts. And your cast-iron pan is, oddly enough, made of iron.

You may, however, soak the skillet for the minimum amount of time it will take to cleanly scrape off tough bits. For example, I’ve made the Creamy, Chewy Mac and Cheese recipe dozens of times. About half of those ended with some crusty cheese seemingly soldered to the inside of the skillet. Filling the inside of a warm skillet with water for 15 minutes makes it easy to brush the stuck stuff away.

Common sense and the handy haiku are probably enough. But, just in case you’re the kind of person who likes specific instructions, here is the recommended process for cleaning and caring for your pan:

1. Clean your pan with running water and a nonmetallic brush or scraper. Nylon pads or brushes work great. Bamboo scrapers work even better. For harder, burned-on grit, a brief soak plus a good scrape should do the trick. Every once in a while, a soapy sponge may be used, but it’s not typically necessary. Soap will eat away at your seasoning, so be judicious.

2. Heat dry your pan immediately after cleaning. Allowing the skillet to drip dry or simply wiping with a towel is not good enough. Even a small amount of moisture will cause rust. The best practice is to heat your pan over a high flame until all the water has evaporated.

3. Oil to protect your pan. Once the water has evaporated, drizzle some cooking oil in the skillet and spread it evenly with a paper towel. Allow it to heat just until it starts smoking. This will, over time, improve your seasoning. This coating of oil also protects the skillet from those dastardly water molecules.

Repair

Let’s say that you “accidentally” soaked your skillet overnight, or perhaps you got distracted and forgot to fully dry the skillet on the stove. Now you have rust—evil, awful, red rust.

The first step is admitting that you have a problem. The next step is to approach a clergy member of your choice for redemption from the sin of harming cast iron. The final step—and hopefully the easiest one—is repair.

Follow this handy guide for repairing rusty spots or bringing an adopted vintage pan back from the dead:


• Wipe with an oiled towel. Most rust is simply on the surface. Take a paper or cloth towel; pour a bit of oil on it; and rub, rub, rub. I haven’t yet summoned a genie, but I have dismissed quite a few rust spots. Then, clean the skillet as you would after cooking. If the rust persists after you heat dry, the problem is deeper.

• Scrub with steel wool or coarse salt. Scrubbing the rust with fine steel wool (like an S.O.S® pad) or a few tablespoons of kosher or sea salt will scrape away the offending bits of surface iron and typically get rid of the problem. However, this will also eat away at the seasoning on the skillet. Perform the initial seasoning process from page 10.

• Buy a new skillet. There is a point of no return for a cast-iron skillet. Although we’ve never personally experienced this, we’ve heard some horror stories of disfigured skillets that needed more than the makeovers suggested above. Lodge Manufacturing, the largest manufacturer of cast-iron skillets in North America, recommends taking the skillet to a machine shop and having it sandblasted back to raw iron. In truth, this seems like getting body work done on your Pinto. Given that you can buy a brand new pan for the cost of this book, we recommend shelling out for a new skillet.
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EARLY INSPIRATION




SPINACH AND CHEDDAR FRITTATA


I’ve never been good at folding an omelet. I’m not alone in this flaw. (You know who you are.) So, when I discovered that the Italians don’t even bother with the folding, my life changed completely. I love frittatas! All the awesomeness of an omelet without the darned folding. Sorry, France!

—Howie



TOTAL TIME: 30 minutes

EQUIPMENT:
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