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  A Manly Tradition


  I hide my favorite frying pan whenever my mother-in-law comes for a visit. This good arm-and-hammer woman doesn’t merely wash the dishes, singing and humming and enjoying the soap suds as she goes. She grits her teeth shut as she scrubs and scours, and within thirty minutes she can make even a well-blackened pot or pan look downright spick-and-span. The woman means well, but, of course, scrubbing a cast-iron skillet is well-nigh (but not quite) the worst thing that you can do to it.


  I have the opposite problem with my good wife. A modern woman, she doesn’t scrub anything. Instead, she merely stuffs pots and pans into the dishwasher along with the dishes and silverware—which is, to be sure, even worse than scrubbing cast-iron ware. Even well-seasoned skillets and Dutch ovens go into the machine, sometimes piled on top of everything else. Or under everything else. Whatever doesn’t come out clean simply gets another cycle or two. Of course, everything stays in the steamy machine until the next washing. Although I allow that dishwashers with convenient pull-out racks are quite handy for storing glassware, be warned that cast iron ought to be stored bone-dry, as will be discussed a little later.

[image: The skillet or frying pan is the most popular piece of modern cast-iron cookware]

  The skillet or frying pan is the most popular piece of modern cast-iron cookware.



  One of my sons doesn’t wash anything, with or without mechanical aid, and he can somehow mess up the nonstick surface of a cast-iron skillet while merely scrambling half a dozen chicken eggs for a light breakfast. Then he leaves the mess on a hot stove to harden. The boy shows a talent for cooking, and, for that reason, I try not to fuss at him. But maybe the time has come for him to get his own skillet. He will, I’m sure, start off with Teflon. After wearing out several dozen of these, at considerable expense, he will come to his senses, and, remembering his father’s smother-fried round steak, he will discover the wisdom of the old ways. Cast-iron cooking is an American tradition, started no doubt at hearthside by the colonial goodwives and spread across the country by the brave, hardy women who followed the pioneers westward. But, alas, it’s a tradition that must be carried on by us menfolks. Recall the mountain man, the ’49er, the cowboy, and, perhaps, the firemen of Nantucket.


  Understanding Cast Iron


  After iron ore has been smelted in a blast furnace, the immediate product is called pig iron. It can be refined further into wrought iron or steel, or it can be cast into pots, vats, Dutch ovens, and so on, in which case it is called cast iron.


  Unlike steel, cast iron has no great tensile strength, and it tends to be somewhat brittle. Nor can it be easily forged. But it is easy to sand cast, and it happens to withstand high temperatures. Thus, it is ideal for use in cookware that is used on red-hot coals in a fireplace or at a campsite.


  Further, cast iron is a rather porous material, and it will take what is called a seasoning or “sweetening.” In short, it more or less absorbs oil, which, in cooking, forms a protective coating on the surface, so that a drop of water will dance on it. Cast iron is the original no-stick material, and it lasts until the sweetening is lost by mistreatment. Sweetening and caring for cast-iron cookware are discussed a few paragraphs below.


  Moreover, cast-iron cookware heats evenly and holds heat for a long time, as compared with aluminum. Partly because of its thickness, cast-iron cookware isn’t as likely to have hot spots, and it isn’t as likely to burn food on the bottom.


  One disadvantage is that cast-iron cookware is quite heavy, partly because thin pieces would be more difficult to sand cast. A 12-inch skillet, for example, weighs 7 pounds, and an 8-quart Dutch oven with lid weighs 16 pounds. Clearly, this stuff isn’t for the backpacker, although it might be a purely excellent choice for a remote camp, simply because it is very versatile, quite durable, and will cook everything from sourdough bread to beaver stew.


  Another disadvantage is that a cast-iron piece will sometimes crack if it is heated fast and unevenly. For this reason, large cast-iron vats and wash pots are usually partly filled with water or lard before they are heated. Cracking usually isn’t a problem, however, with the smaller pieces. Most cast-iron cookware can be put directly onto a hot bed of campfire coals without a problem. It won’t warp like lighter cookware. Further, cast iron is the only cookware that withstands, time after time, the heat required for cooking “blackened redfish” and similar dishes.




  

  Tender Loving Care


  Because I stood my ground as a bachelor for a good many years—thirty-nine to be exact—some people believe that I am stubborn and somewhat set in my ways. This is not the case. It’s simply that, in some matters, there is a right way and a wrong. As for cast iron, there are no ifs, ands, or buts about it: Either a skillet sticks or it doesn’t.


  Of course, my mother did some cooking on a cast-iron skillet even after we got an electric stove. Moreover, my father had seven sisters who all cooked great food. Strangely, however, I didn’t learn how to take proper care of a frying pan from my kinfolks. To be sure, I had observed my mother and my aunts wiping out a frying pan without putting it into the harsh, brown-soap dishwater. But the reasoning didn’t sink in until I went to Auburn University.


  During my college days, I quickly learned something of the art of cooking in a skillet on a one-eyed hot plate. But I had trouble with food sticking, and none of the engineering students were of much help. I took a job as a co-op engineering student at the nuclear bomb plant at Oak Ridge, Tennessee. While there, I shared a room with a fellow named Windell Nix, from the foothills of the Smokies in East Tennessee. A student of nuclear physics, Nix told me that I was washing the frying pan too much.


  “My grandmother,” he said, adding proof to the theory, “has got a 13-inch cast-iron skillet that hasn’t been washed for over a hundred years.”


  I laughed.


  “I’m serious,” he said, puffing up a little. “All she does is wipe it out with a cloth or paper toweling. You see—” He paused to light his pipe.


  “I suppose she’s married to the guy who hasn’t cleaned the cake out of his pipe for twenty years?” I said.


  But I smoked a pipe myself, and I knew all about what a good cake could do to make the smoke cool and mellow. So, I took Nix’s word for the molecular theory of pipe cake and cast-iron seasoning, and quickly became a believer in keeping washing powders and scrub pads out of my frying pan.


  Immediately, the results became self-evident, and I’ve been eating good ever since.


  In any case, once your cast-iron cookware takes a good seasoning, you simply must care for it. Scrubbing it with detergents and scouring pads will surely take out the seasoning. It can be rinsed in hot running water and wiped out immediately in case your dog has licked it or you have some other reason to suspect that it has germs in it. If, heaven forbid, it has chicken eggs or other food caked in it, try putting hot water in it and simmering it on a stove eye for a while. Then wipe it with a paper towel and rinse it in hot water. Dry it out thoroughly and coat it very lightly with bacon drippings. If you are lucky, it will be fine. If not, you’ll have to start all over, as directed a little later.


  As already indicated, putting a cast-iron piece in a dishwasher is very bad, partly because of the harsh detergent, the water jet, and the drying process. The worst thing you can do, however, is to leave it inside the machine (after the washing and rinsing cycles) in a very humid, hot environment.


  After frying with cast iron, I merely pour off the grease and wipe the pan clean with a rag or paper towel. Then I store it in a dry place. Some kinds of cooking, as when baking cornbread, require that the surface of the cast iron be well greased. These pans are treated just like pans used for frying. Some other methods of cooking, as when making a stew in a Dutch oven, will not leave a well-defined coat of oil on the surface. Lightly, I scrape the food out of these with a wooden spoon or rubber scraper; then I may rinse it under hot running water while wiping it clean with a sponge. Immediately, I dry the pot and sit it on the stove eye, or in the oven, at very low heat for a few minutes. This warm environment will help dry the surface. Next, I put a very light coat of bacon drippings or cooking oil on the piece, inside and out, before putting it away.


  In storage, by the way, it’s best to give each piece its place and not stack it under or over something else. Never store a piece with a lid on it.


  How to Sweeten the Pot


  If foodstuff sticks to a cast-iron piece, be assured that it has been mistreated in one way or another, or else it was not properly seasoned to begin with. Fortunately, such a piece can be scoured out and re-seasoned. First, the pan is washed out thoroughly with (in this single instance) soap and water, then coated with grease and heated for a long period of time in the oven. All the manufacturers’ information that I have seen, as well as suggestions in almost all cookbooks, say to coat the iron all over with a light coat of vegetable oil. I tried this several times—and ended up with a sticky surface that covered only part of the bottom of the pan. In one book, I noted that a specific brand of oil was specified. I bought some. But it didn’t work either, not for me. I finally quit trying to follow the experts’ directions and switched to ordinary bacon drippings. After all, I reasoned, our forefathers didn’t normally have vegetable oil at hand. They had suet, lard, goose grease, or bear fat.


  While writing this short work, by the way, I discovered that Lillian Bertram Marshall, in her Southern Living Illustrated Cookbook, had reached the same conclusion regarding vegetable oil. She pointed out that a bacon rind or hog skin was a good way to grease a cast-iron piece—a practice that was also used in the Foxfire books. But, alas, these days not many of us have a piece of hog skin handy when we need it. So, if you have neither skin nor bacon drippings, try wiping the pan inside and out with a piece (or half a strip) of bacon. Smoked bacon is great, but I would not recommend using salt pork or salt pork rind on cast iron.


  In any case, after cleaning the piece and coating it with animal fat, put it into an oven at about 300 degrees for several hours. Cool the piece, wipe it out with a paper towel or rag, coat it again with animal fat, and bake it again at 300 degrees for several hours. After the first seasoning or two, the pan can be used for frying fish or chicken, provided that ¾ inch of oil is used in the pan. Cooking in rather deep oil several times will in fact further the sweetening. It’s best not to use the piece to fry eggs, to make country steak, or to simmer a thick stew until the cast iron has been seasoned several times.


  There is no hard-and-fast rule to follow about the baking times and temperatures required to achieve a proper seasoning, and in fact baking isn’t always necessary. A pan can also be seasoned on top of the stove, or in a campfire. Usually, however, the oven is the best way to go and the easiest.


  Remember that new cast-iron pieces are coated with a thin film of wax before they are shipped from the factory. The wax helps prevent rust and keeps the piece looking new. For cooking purposes, however, the wax must be removed and the piece must be seasoned, as directed above. Once a piece takes a seasoning, it will cook good indefinitely, and in fact it will get better with age, provided that it is properly used. In time, cake may appear on the sides of the pan, but this doesn’t hurt a thing, in my opinion. In the book mentioned above, Lillian Marshall says that if a heavily caked piece of cast iron is run through a regular cycle in a self-cleaning oven, it will come out looking like new. Damned if it doesn’t!


  Getting a piece of cast iron very hot either by accident or for blackening a steak or a fish fillet may take out the seasoning. Usually, these pieces will take a new seasoning readily, but, of course, the best practice is to keep your blackening griddle separate from the other pieces. Use it only for blackening, and, after it has cooled, coat it very lightly with oil.


  I must add that sticking isn’t the only problem with cast-iron cookware that isn’t seasoned properly. An ill-seasoned piece can impart a metallic taste to food. Of course, this usually occurs when meat is stewed for a long time in tightly covered pieces, such as a Dutch oven with a good lid. And, more often than not, the trouble will be in the cast-iron lid. In any case, be sure to season the lid and the sides of a cast-iron piece.




  One major manufacturer of cast-iron cookware says that iron getting into the food can be good for your health. Maybe. But I for one don’t want enough of it to alter the taste of my food. How much iron will leave a properly seasoned cast-iron piece is questionable, at least to me. Frankly, I never see pits in my skillet or Dutch oven—a claim that I can’t make for aluminum cookware.


  Acidic foods tend to remove the seasoning from cast iron, resulting in a bad taste and discolored food. Never marinate meat in cast iron, especially if the marinade contains vinegar, buttermilk, or lots of salt.


  Rust can be a problem with cast iron, but it usually results from improper storage together with inadequate seasoning. And from dishwashers.


   
  Cast-Iron Skillet Specialties

   


  Black iron is one of the oldest types of cookware in existence today. Columbus brought some with him to the New World in 1492. . . . Before that, during the reign of Edward III, from 1327 to 1377, iron pots and skillets were considered part of the “Crown Jewels.”


  —Diane Becker Finlay



  A skillet is merely a cast-iron frying pan. Usually, but not always, a skillet has pouring spouts, or indented lips, set 90 degrees on either side of the handle. It was designed to hold enough oil or fat for frying, and of course frying is its main function. But remember, a cast-iron skillet, with a built-in handle, can also be used in the oven without danger of burning a plastic or wooden handle.


  Skillets come in various sizes, from 5 inches in diameter up to 15 inches. A 15-inch skillet weighs over 9 pounds, and anything much larger would be too heavy for easy handling. A 20-inch skillet-like piece has recently been put on the market, but it doesn’t have a regular handle; instead it has lifting nubs on either side. I don’t think this is a true skillet, and it is discussed later. At the other extreme, a 5-inch skillet comes in handy for frying a chicken egg for breakfast, but it isn’t much good for cooking bacon. There are some other tiny skillets on the market, but these were intended to be used as ashtrays or spoon holders. If I had to choose one size skillet, it would surely be 10¼ inches wide. This is an ideal size for cooking on most stove eyes. But larger skillets will be needed for cooking some specialties, such as jambalaya.


  Normally, skillets are round. But a square model is available. I like the square shape for cooking on coals or on a campfire, and I sometimes balance a square skillet on two bricks in my kitchen fireplace. A square skillet, however, on a round stove eye doesn’t set too well with me aesthetically, although it is surely the best design for cooking bacon.

  [image: chpt_fig_026]

    A rectangular skillet comes in handy for cooking bacon.



  In any case, if you’ve got a well-sweetened cast-iron skillet of reasonable size, you can cook up some purely excellent victuals on the stovetop, by a campfire, or at the hearth. In short, a well-sweetened cast-iron skillet will cook anything that can be cooked in aluminum, stainless steel, or various Teflon-better, too.


  What’s What


  A recently published book on cast-iron skillet cookery had lots of recipes for stovetop Dutch ovens—enough for me to question the honesty of using the word “skillet” in the title. The confusion doesn’t stop at the title, either. As I browsed about in the text, a recipe called Skillet-Roasted Clams with Garlic and Parsley caught my eye. Turns out that the clams weren’t really roasted in a skillet. The term “roasting” implies cooking with dry heat, usually uncovered in an oven or over an open fire or bed of coals. Instead, the clams in this recipe were actually steamed—and in a Dutch oven, not in a skillet as promised in the name of the recipe. A skillet was not involved in the cooking in any way whatsoever. Moreover, this clam recipe was published in a chapter on outdoor cooking, in which four of the five recipes called for a Dutch oven, not a skillet.


  Another book on cast-iron cooking set forth a recipe called Pan-Fried Catfish. In the preamble to the recipe, the author says, “In the Southern food lexicon, catfish is nearly always fried, and you certainly need a trusty, seasoned good ol’ cast-iron skillet to fry it.” Yet, the list of ingredients for the recipe calls for 7 to 9 cups of oil for deep-frying—and the directions clearly say to add the oil to a 4-to 6-quart cast-iron Dutch oven (presumably a stove-top model). No skillet is used in the recipe in any way whatsoever. What the hell is going on?


  Here are a few related terms that should perhaps be put into focus before we start cooking.


  Skillets and Frying Pans. These interchangeable names apply to shallow metal pans used to fry or sauté meats and other foods. They range in size from 4 inches to about 15 inches across the top of the pan. Since the sides slope down, the bottom will have a smaller diameter. A few models, however, do not slope, being perfectly cylindrical. Although some skillets come with a lid, the cooking is usually done uncovered—or should be. A good deal depends on the size of the skillet and the material from which it was made. These features are discussed under other headings later in this chapter.


  Sauté Pans. Similar to skillets, these pans are often made of aluminum, stainless steel, or copper, and a few are made of enameled cast iron. Some have straight sides, but most curve up from the bottom and are a little deeper than a skillet. This curve, together with a long handle, makes the sauté pan much better for fancy skilletmanship such as tossing the food into the air to turn or cool it. Very large sauté pans have a long handle on one side and a D-ring handle on the other. Sauté pans can, of course, be used for panfrying. I might add that some of the illustrations in cookware catalogs show the sauté pan with straight sides and the skillet with curved sides. It’s the curve that matters, not the name. Thus, my skillet might well be another cook’s sauté pan.


  Chicken Fryers. These great pans are deeper than skillets but not as deep as a stove-top Dutch oven. Thus, in function they sort of split the difference between deep-frying and panfrying. They can also be used as a regular skillet, but the high sides sometimes get in the way and make the pan heavier. Most chicken fryers come with a matching lid, which I really can’t recommend when using the pan for frying. I like these, used without the lid, for frying enough fish fillets to feed eight to ten people.


  Spiders. Although old cast-iron skillets are sometimes called spiders, the real ones have three legs and long handles. These were designed to sit in a bed of coals without mashing them down. Frankly, however, they don’t work too well in a campfire, where the ground under the coals is likely to be soft and uneven, in which case a flat skillet balanced on rocks or other support works better (more on campfire cooking at the end of chapter 12). Spiders are really at their best for use at a fireplace designed for home or cabin cooking, where they can easily be shuffled in and out of a shallow bed of coals spread out on the hearth.


  Electric Skillets. These skillets, usually square in shape, plug into standard 120-volt electrical outlets. They usually have a dial temperature control and, in general, work great for frying at medium-high heat. They come with a fitted lid, making them suitable for cooking most one-skillet dishes and for cooking and warming buffet-style foods. Most of these skillets are quite attractive and can be used for serving. I like to have one of these in the kitchen, even if I seldom reach for it.


  Griddles.These are flat pans with a shallow lip around the circumference. They work great for some of the skillet recipes in this book, such as blackened fish, but won’t work for frying simply because they won’t hold enough oil. Round and oval griddles usually have a handle like skillets, but the larger rectangular ones have D-handles on either end. Some of the modern griddles, some pleasingly oval in shape, have a rough, unmachined cooking surface and were intended, I gather, to be used for keeping such foods as fajitas warm while serving. I’ve never actually seen one of these used for serving, except in an eatery that specialized in fajitas. Fajita pans are nonetheless great for reducing weight and space in camp cookery, and those with a smooth cooking surface do a good job of breakfast bacon and eggs for one or two people.




  Skillet Cooking Techniques


  While the self-made, well-seasoned skillet cook may not need much of the information in this section, I feel that discussion will be helpful just to make sure we are on the same page, if for no other reason. If the novice picks up an idea or two, or if the expert is forced to clarify his thinking a little here and there, so much the better.


  Skillet-Fry, Panfry. These synonymous terms refer to frying meats and other foods in a skillet with a little oil. How deep? Personally, I like for the oil to be deep enough to cover about half the thickness of the food. For thin fish fillets, half an inch will do. For chicken breast, a little more will be required. (For safety, however, do not fill the skillet more than half full of oil.) Many of the recipes in this book are cooked by the skillet-fry method. Others are sautéed in a lesser amount of oil, as discussed next.


  Sautéing. Steaks and chops cooked in a small amount of oil without any sort of dredging or batter are really sautéed instead of fried. Generally, the sauté works better with very tender cuts of meat that require no beating to tenderize them, or with fish fil-lets. Sautéing can be accomplished on medium heat (often with butter) or on high heat with oils that have a high smoke point, such as peanut oil. There are no hard-and-fast rules, however, and one man’s sauté might well be another’s fry. The key is in cooking with only a small amount of oil, and without a batter or dusting. The sauté, I might add, leads to superior gravy, as in such dishes as steak au poivre.


  Remember also that the sautéing works best with an open skillet. Yes, covering the skillet will help reduce grease spatter going onto the stove, but it will also partly steam the food, tending to produce a soggy surface instead of a crispy one. (But also see the comments under “Braising.”)


  Deep-Frying. In this popular method of frying, the food is cooked in enough oil to completely cover the food. Usually, this will be 3 or 4 inches, but the proper depThis relative. Two inches of oil will deep-fry tiny bay scallop eyes, but not a large chicken breast. More oil is better, within reason, because it helps maintain a hot temperature (about 375°F) when the food is added to the fryer. Also, deep-frying is best done without a lid to cover the foods. If covered, the food will be partly steamed, yielding a soft crust instead of the crunch usually associated with fried foods. In any case, this method of cooking is not recommended for skillet cookery. If filled more than half full with oil, a skillet can easily boil over and cause a grease fire. (Tips on fire prevention are found in “Skillet Safety” at the end of this chapter.) The rather deep, skillet-shaped utensils called chicken fryers can sometimes be used for deep-frying, but a deeper pot is better.


  Chicken-Fry, Country-Fry. These terms are usually used with beefsteak but can also be applied to venison and other good eats. Essentially, a chicken-fried steak is cut thin, pounded to tenderize it, dusted with flour (or sometimes dipped in egg and rolled in flour), and fried until nicely browned and crisp. It is then topped with a white country gravy, made by pouring most of the cooking oil out of the skillet and then making a gravy with a little flour and some milk. The steaks are plated and the white gravy is poured over them at the table—but only at the last minute. This method combines the flavor of the gravy with the crunch of the steak’s crust.


  Smother-Fry. This term applies to meats—usually tough cuts—that have been breaded and fried in a skillet. Most of the pan grease is poured off and a thin gravy is made. The meat is then put back into the skillet, covered tightly, and simmered until tender. Sometimes sliced mushrooms and such are also added. The technique is similar to braising, except that the meat is breaded before frying. Smother-frying does not yield a steak or chop with a crunchy crust (as can chicken-frying), but the gravy is usually more flavorful, and more plentiful, and goes nicely with mashed potatoes or rice.


  Braising. This excellent cooking technique is similar to smother-frying except that the food is not dusted with breading or dipped in a batter before being fried. Instead, it is sautéed until browned on all sides, then cooked on low heat in a small amount of liquid, usually water or stock, until it is tender. Braising works best in a skillet with a tight-fitting lid. The food should be stirred and turned from time to time, adding more liquid as needed.


  Parboil. Some tough meats are boiled (or, better, simmered) until tender. Then the pieces are breaded and skillet-fried until nicely browned. The technique is often used for cooking tough old squirrels. I seldom apply the technique myself, but my father’s parboiled squirrel was memorable. The technique is also used to partly cook some of the tougher foods for a stir-fry or a kabob broil, so that the cooking time in the skillet or wok is equalized for all the ingredients.


  Sweating. This term is being used these days to indicate a form of cooking vegetables in a little oil or cooking fat until they are done but not at all browned—the opposite of caramelization. The cooking should be done over rather low heat, and the food is well covered, first with foil and then with a lid to the skillet. I seldom have a need to use this term—or apply the technique without having a name for it. Any time you “sauté” onions until they are translucent but not browned, you are getting pretty close to “sweating,” whether you know it or not.


  Trying Out.This term refers to a method of melting chunks of animal fat on low heat to render or separate the oil from the tissue. Trying out pork fat, for example, yields lard for cooking purposes and delicious cracklings for noshing, as described in more detail under “How to Make Cracklings” in chapter 9. Fat from bear, duck, and some other animals can also be used.


  Broiling. This term should refer to meats or other foods cooked under a broiler, with the heat coming from the top. The term “pan-broiling” can reasonably be used in skillet cookery, however, especially when one of the raised-rib pans is used.


  Grilling. This method of cooking is accomplished on a rack or grid over a fire, hot coals, or other heat source. Some meats cooked in a dry skillet or a skillet with a raised-rib bottom are said to be grilled, but not in this book. Many food writers also confuse grilling, which is a quick method of cooking, with barbecuing, which is a long, slow method. The term grill is also applied to a large, flat cooking surface used in short-order restaurants, and, hence, foods cooked on such a heat source are said to be grilled. Because of the confusion, I try to avoid the term (along with the term “griddle”) in this book.


  Roasting.This term means cooking a rather large piece of meat, uncovered, in an oven or over an open fire or coals. It’s a dry method of cooking, suitable mostly for tender meats. Tougher cuts are better when cooked by a wet method such as braising. The term has limited use in skillet cookery, but it is used from time to time, as in “roasting chestnuts.”


  Simmering. In this method of slowly cooking foods, a liquid is often used to tenderize tough meats. Note that simmering does not mean boiling, although small bubbles may break the surface here and there. At sea level, water boils at 212°F; it simmers at about 185°F. In some cases, the lowest heat on the kitchen range will be too hot to simmer properly. A flame tamer—usually a flat piece of metal placed between the pan or skillet and the burner—will solve the problem. A skillet can be tightly covered while simmering. If it is left open, more water may have to be added from time to time.


  Browning. To cook meat in a skillet on high heat until it is browned all around, usually with the aid of a little cooking oil, is called browning. The cuts of meat can include roasts, steaks, cubes, or burger. With burger, however, the purpose is often to separate the grinds so that the meat doesn’t cook in chunks. In this case, the meat is usually cooked to a gray, not to a brown. (See chapter 3 for more on cooking burger.) So, don’t always take the cooking instructions literally.


  Searing. Searing means to cook meats briefly on high heat to help seal in the juices. The term is close to browning, but a higher heat is implied. Searing is usually used before longer cooking by some other method and is especially useful when cooking roasts and thick steaks. The term does not often apply to cubed or ground meats.


  

  Caramelize. This culinary term originally applied to sugar that has been heated until it melts and turns lightly brown. These days it is widely used in cookbooks, in magazine articles, and, especially, on television shows to refer to everything from burnt onions to seared steaks. I suppose the term is useful, but I hold suspect any word that ends in -ize. The old term “brown” used as a verb as in the directive “brown the onions” is a shorter word and a better one.


  Skillet in the Oven. Although used primarily on top of the heat, a skillet also makes a good pan for cooking in an oven. A cast-iron skillet is especially useful for this since it has an ovenproof handle. Many people consider a cast-iron pan the very best for baking corn bread, and even biscuits. When cooking thin fish fillets, I sometimes sauté them on top of the stove and then put them under a preheated broiler to brown the top, all without turning the tender fillet even once. I do, however, want to point out that “oven-frying” is one of the more absurd terms in culinary lingo. You have to use oil to fry anything.


  Skillet Safety


  Hot skillet handles, popping grease, and accidental contact with the rim of the skillet cause many minor burns—but grease fires are the biggest hazard. The following are some talking points to help minimize the danger. Ignore them at your peril.


  Oil Level. Never fill a skillet more than half full of cooking oil, and never overcrowd a skillet with fish, chicken, or other foods to be fried. Pictures in magazines and on television shows often err in this direction. A full skillet not only contains more oil to burn, but is also more likely to boil over and catch fire from the stove burner, especially when using gas heat.


  Temperature and Smoke. Always stay alert for smoke and adjust the temperature of your skillet accordingly. You can see the smoke and you can smell it, and usually you can sense when a skillet is too hot simply by the sizzle it makes. If you are smart, you’ll have a modern smoke detector in working order in the kitchen. Yeah, yeah. I know. Smoke detectors can be a pain in the neck, as they often sound off long before you think there is danger of an outright fire, but, even so, they are a good reminder that you need to watch your skillet closely.


  Extinguishing a Grease Fire. Once the oil in a skillet catches on fire, smoke will quickly ruin the paint job in a kitchen and possibly in the rest of the house. The impulse of most cooks will be to grab the skillet handle and rush for the back door to get the fire out of the house. Sometimes the handle is too hot to hold onto, or the fire licks back onto the hands, causing the skillet and burning oil to be dropped on the floor, causing a larger fire or burning the cook, or both. Sometimes opening the back door with one hand while trying to hold the burning skillet with the other will cause an incoming draft of air, causing the fire to sweep back onto the cook’s hand and face.


  Some people keep a small fire extinguisher in the kitchen, which of course is a very good idea. Just be sure that it will handle a grease or oil fire. My personal choice—which I have exercised more than once—is to keep a box of baking soda handy. When sprinkled into the hot skillet, the soda will cause a gas that quickly extinguishes the fire. I always keep a box of soda within easy reach of the kitchen stove, and it’s hell to pay for anyone who hides it in a cabinet.


  Some other people say to cover a burning skillet with a lid, which is, I suppose, better than making a run for the door, but I have never had to do this. Most cast-iron skillets are hard to cover tightly because of the pouring spout on either side.


  One of the worst things you can do to a skillet fire is to pour water into it. Oil and water don’t mix and will cause an even more dangerous fire. Since skillet fires are so common, I would suggest holding a family fire drill on this matter, emphasizing the use of the fire extinguisher or the box of soda, or both.


  Camp cooks don’t have to worry about the kitchen paint when the skillet catches on fire. The best bet is to let it burn. That way, all you’ll lose is a little oil and a few fish or whatever you were frying.


  Pot Holders, Mittens, and Cooking Gloves. Every Christmas, I get two or three sets of pot holders, some lovingly hand-sewn and some made in the shape of a mitten. Yet, I can seldom find one when I need it quickly! Often, I’ll make do with a dry—never wet—dishcloth or towel. (Wet cloth will quickly cause hot steam, which will burn you or cause you to drop the skillet, or both.) What I really want for cast iron, however, is a pair of cooking gloves. These give a sure grip and are designed to withstand some heat—and the handle of a cast-iron skillet gets very, very hot. There are several of these on the market, and I like to think of them as being made of “asbestos,” but most of them are probably some sort of leather and cloth combination. I also have a set of rubberized cooking gloves that came with my old Showtime Rotisserie, but I usually save these for use when shucking oysters, where the waterproof feature is needed. Bottom line: Get yourself a good set of cooking gloves and have them at hand before you start cooking with cast-iron skillets. Many of the other skillets have a longer and cooler handle.


  Trivet. A short-legged or otherwise raised stand is handy for holding hot skillets and pots, thereby keeping them off the surface of the table or countertop. Having a trivet at the ready will not only protect the table or countertop but will also permit the cook to get rid of a hot pan in a hurry, making it a safety device.


  Frying Explosive Foods. Some foods can pop violently when cooking in hot oil, sometimes resulting in painful burns on the cook’s hands and arms, and even the face of one who likes to hunker down over the skillet. Chicken livers and fish roe are especially prone to pop. A lady friend of mine advised me to wrap mullet roe in aluminum foil before frying it. Well, it stopped the spattering all right, but the roe was more steamed than fried. Some people will want to cover the skillet to contain the spatter, but that too alters the frying process. My best advice is to fry as usual—but be careful, stand back, and use long tongs to turn the chicken livers.


  Treating Grease Burns. I hesitate to give medical advice on this matter, partly because the popular remedies for grease burns, like those for snakebite, seem to change every time I read up on the subject. My best advice is to run clean cold water over the burn as soon as possible to cool it down. Ice helps, but a steady stream of cold water is better. If the burn is at all serious, see a doctor as soon as you can. Secondary infection is a big problem with burns, and these can set in days after the accident.


  Years ago, when I lived out in the country, I caught myself on fire at two o’clock in the morning, while cooking a very late supper. While holding a book open in my right hand, I put a skillet on the rear eye of the stove—but I turned on the front burner by mistake. Then I leaned
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