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Everybody Has a Story

Everybody has a story; some people tell it better than
others. If you have a little time, sit down and I’ll tell you mine.

My great-granddaddy was the cook in the family. He was
also a kind and gentle man who would load me into my little
red wagon and pull me to a nearby general store to purchase
a bag of penny candy. He died when I was six, so my
memories of him are limited, but when I do think of him, I
remember him standing in front of the stove. My mama
remembers him as an attentive cook who nursed his food
along and never left its side until it was ready to be served. I
have inherited that gene.

While many people love the idea of throwing a bunch of
ingredients into a slow cooker and leaving it unattended for
hours while it simmers away, I do not share that passion for
convenience. Preparing a meal in a slow cooker does not
allow me to actually cook. The acts of searing, turning,
stirring, seasoning, and testing are why I find so much
satisfaction in cooking. Yes, the end means of cooking is to
put a meal on the table, but I also must enjoy the process
along the way.

Until recently, I cooked on a one-burner stove. It wasn’t
made that way. It started out as a regular four-burner stove,
but over the years, the burners went out one by one. Being an
adaptive creature, I just adjusted my cooking style along the
way. When I was down to one burner, I learned very quickly



that I needed to stick with meals that I could cook in one pot
or skillet. Cooking in a skillet proved to be a quicker process,
so it became my preferred method of cooking.

I found that I could cook anything in a skillet. I could boil
pasta in a skillet. After the pasta was cooked, I would use a
colander scoop or a pasta spoon to transfer the pasta to a
bowl. I would allow the pasta water to cool until it was safe to
move the skillet, and then I would pour out the remaining
pasta water, wipe out the skillet, and begin the rest of the
dish. I also cooked rice in a skillet. While some of my skillets
had lids to cover the rice, I also made “lids” from metal pie
plates, round cake pans, and aluminum foil. I just kept pot
holders and oven mitts at the ready so I wouldn’t burn myself.
I may as well have been cooking on a chuck wagon during the
western expansion.





y History with Skilets

I’ve never been able to build a lasting relationship with cast-
iron skillets. My mom has an iron griddle, black and smooth
with years of use making pancakes and grilled cheeses. When
I met my husband, he had a small cast-iron skillet that he used
regularly—the operative word there being had. Then I came
along into his life and things changed, not all for the better.

One weekend while we were dating, his parents came to
visit and his dad used the skillet to fry an egg for breakfast
that morning. I arrived at Eric’s apartment right after
breakfast, and, calling myself helping, I removed the skillet
from the stove and placed it on a pot holder. Now,
apparently, these black iron skillets get hot—really hot—so
hot that it burned and melted the pot holder to the bottom of
the skillet. Oops!

About this time, Eric walked through the kitchen and saw
the mess. Feeling guilty, I didn’t make eye contact or even
mention what had happened. He assessed the damage and
said, “I can’t believe Dad did that!” Before I could clarify, he
walked away, and I tried to salvage the skillet by placing it in a
sink full of hot, soapy water—pot holder and all. Then his dad
walked through the kitchen and saw the soaking skillet, then
said, “I can’t believe Eric did that!”

I was too far in by this point, so I quickly removed the skillet
(pot holder and all) from the sink, dried it off as well as I could,
and hid it in a cabinet. I intended to fix things later, but ended



up throwing the whole thing away with the pot holder still
stuck to the bottom.

Shameful, I know! It wasn’t one of my finest moments and
I’m not proud of it. Amused by it? Yes! But not proud.

My friend Deborah encouraged me to purchase and season
cast iron skillets using the following method: “Take some
grease (shortening) and grease that baby real good (all over)
inside and out. Put it in the oven and bake it, bake it, bake it!
On 350 or 400 degrees. It will take several times doing this. I
wouldn’t wash it until I had it seasoned. Just add some more
grease and keep baking.”





About is Cookbook

Currently, I use both cast-iron and nonstick skillets. The
skillet sizes I used in these recipes are between 9½" and 12",
so if you have skillets within that range, you should be set.
These recipes are designed with no specific type of skillet in
mind. If you currently have a skillet, cast-iron or nonstick, that
you are comfortable using and have had great success with in
the kitchen, please use it.

ps:

All of my rice dishes were cooked in a 9½" nonstick skillet. If
you cook rice in a larger skillet, you may need to reduce the
cooking time since the skillet will have more surface area. I
suggest checking the rice at the 15-minute mark.

Several of the recipes in this cookbook require the skillet to
be covered during the cooking process. If you don’t have a
lid, you may want to consider purchasing a universal lid or
silicon lid if you’re planning to cook those dishes. They’re
fairly inexpensive and are readily available in most stores.

Several of the recipes list prepared pasta as an ingredient. I
often cook my pasta in the skillet, transfer it to a bowl using
my colander scoop or pasta spoon, drain the excess water
when it is safe enough to move, rinse the skillet, and
continue the recipe in the same skillet. However, feel free to
cook the pasta in a stockpot, drain it, and set it aside until
it’s ready to use. I’m sure that most of you have more than
one burner on your stove.



Beafast & ppetiers

My brother and I, along with half a dozen cousins, stayed
with Mema every weekday in the summer months while our
mothers worked. While Mema cooked three meals a day, her
finest hour in the kitchen would have to be breakfast. Oh, she
was the master at taking special orders.

I always requested a fried egg white—couldn’t stomach the
yolk then or now. One of my cousin’s favorite requests was
slices of cinnamon toast that he would dunk into a tall glass of
strawberry-flavored milk.

And there would always be the standards already waiting
on the table—hoe bread, grits, scrambled eggs, Lee smoked



sausage, fresh sausage from Ratchford’s market, and thick-cut
bacon with chewy rinds.

When my brother was about a year old, my mama picked us
up in the afternoon and found him chewing on something.
She thought it was a piece of gum, but when she fished it out
of his mouth, she found a piece of bacon rind he had
apparently been chewing on all day long. Yes, the bacon was
that good—you didn’t even want to swallow it. You wanted to
savor it for as long as possible.

My papa was retired but worked in his auto repair shop in
the backyard. He would stop working for a while to join us for
breakfast. He and my little brother would share a cup of
coffee and lick peanut butter from spoons while waiting for
Mema to finish cooking.

While I don’t condone toddlers drinking coffee, it had no ill
effects on my brother. My brother is now a grown man and in
good health. And, as Mema tells him every time she sees him,
“Michael, when did you become a giant!”

If we weren’t washing the food down with lukewarm coffee,
strawberry milk, or gritty glasses of Tang, we were chugging
glasses of Mema’s extra sweet tea, a saccharin pill thrown in
to increase the potency.

But my favorite part of the day was after breakfast when I
would sneak back into the kitchen, grab a hunk of hoe bread,
and use it to make a sandwich with whatever piece of cold,
chewy breakfast meat had survived the initial onslaught of
grandchildren.



After our stomachs were filled and our bloodstreams
stimulated with caffeine, we went outside and played until
lunch. We had no television, no video games. We didn’t even
take our toys there, because we couldn’t trust each other not
to break them. We had nothing but dirt and imagination. And
it was perfect.

At my own home now, I like to cook a big breakfast on the
weekends. I quickly turn into a short-order cook with a pan on
every burner, coffee brewing, and orders coming in with
bullet-fast speed from the three males surrounding me:
seasoned hash browns, pancakes, bacon, eggs—scrambled
and fried—and Texas toast on the griddle.

The meal always ends the same way with a knuckle punch
between my husband and son and the ultimate compliment,
“Mama makes good eggs!”

And someone always returns to the kitchen to grab the last
piece of bacon.
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