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Chapter 1
Welcome to Cast-Iron Cooking

In This Chapter

Cozying up to cast iron
Reviewing the cooking benefits

Caring for your cast iron

C ast iron has a nostalgic appeal. Watch reruns of old TV Westerns or pick
up any book chronicling America’s past, from colonial times to the set-
tling of the West to more modern portrayals of cowboy round-ups, and you're
bound to find at least one domestic scene that features a cook, a fire, and a
cast-iron pot. If you're into history, the idea of cooking the same way that
your ancestors did may persuade you that cast iron is for you.

Most cooks today, however, want a few more incentives than the rough-
around-the-edges charm that cast iron brings. They want cookware that’s
conducive to healthy eating; that’s easy to use and care for; that can be used
for a wide range of cooking methods; and that can withstand the abuse and
use that occurs in a busy kitchen.

Cast iron offers all these qualities. Easy to use and easy to care for, cast iron
lasts practically forever, and you can use any cooking method to cook any-
thing in it. And most cast-iron cooks will tell you that food cooked in cast iron
tastes better than food cooked in anything else. But like any well-crafted
cookware, cast iron does require some care, and what you cook in it can turn
out better if you know a few tricks.

In this chapter, I introduce you to basic information about cooking in cast iron,
explain its benefits, and tell you what you need to know to use it successfully.

Coming Down on the Side of Cast Iron

Most modern-day cooks have never cooked in cast iron, many have never
(knowingly, anyway) tasted a cast-iron dish, and even fewer have probably
ever cared for a cast-iron skillet — beyond hanging it on the kitchen wall and
dusting it periodically. If you're one of these people, you may not realize the
culinary wonder that cast iron can be.

.
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Plain and simple, cast iron is a great cookware. In terms of heating properties,
economy, usefulness, and health benefits (yes, even health benefits), cast
iron has much to offer. And that list doesn’t even begin to touch on the area
of taste!

So what’s so great about cooking in cast iron? Plenty. Cast iron, with the
proper seasoning and care, offers all the same benefits — and then some —
that more modern cookware offers, and it has a history and longevity that
these others lack.

Til death do us part

Cast iron isn’t just a descriptive term. These pots and pans are actually made
from iron that has been melted and formed in pan-shaped molds or casts. (If
you're interested in the details of how cast-iron pans are made, see the side-
bar “A pan is born.”) Made from the same base material that’s used in engine
blocks and building girders, cast-iron pans can last forever. Well, maybe not
forever, but pretty darn close.

Cast iron’s longevity is one reason why it can be so easy to find and relatively
inexpensive. You don’t have to buy it new. Many people inherit their cast iron
or buy it at garage and yard sales. Even old pans that have been abused can be
reborn with a little work. (Chapter 4 tells you how to save a worn cast-iron pot.)

panned for gold using small cast-iron skillets.
Keep reading for more cast-iron trivia tidbits:

The essential utensil — until 1940

People have been using castiron for more than .~ Lewis and Clark listed their Dutch oven as

cookware since the 1600s. They also used it to one of the most important pieces of equip-
dip candles, dye fabric, make soap, and wash ment that they took with them on their
clothes. During the California Gold Rush, folks exploration of the Pacific Northwest in 1804.

v~ Cast-iron cookware remained popular in
the United States until the 1940s, when

v Many people credit Paul Revere with being lighter, shinier aluminum cookware was
the creator of the Dutch oven — a fact that introduced. Boo. Hiss.
the Dutch are none too happy about.

v Today, the Dutch oven is the official cook-

v George Washington’s mother bequeathed ware of the states of Texas, Arkansas, and
her cast iron in her will. You can still see Utah.
some of the selection on display in the
National Museum in Washington, DC.




























