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Introduction

Sceptic to Air Fryer Girl: Katie’s journey into air frying

‘There is so much you can do in an air fryer,’ 23-year-old student Charlotte told me when I first ordered one. I was yet to be convinced that I needed another gadget that I had coped without for years as a cookery writer. It would have to compete with work surface real estate along with my food processor and toaster, but after just a couple of days, I was hooked. Their speed, the energy saved and the easy clean-up are just a few of the things I love about them; I’ve gone from complete sceptic to being called ‘air-fryer girl’ by my friends.

Charlotte loves her air fryer for quick, inexpensive meals. She is vegetarian so chose an air fryer with two drawers, one for her veggie meals and the other for cooking meat for her boyfriend. Other air fryer enthusiasts I know include a friend living alone, who chose a small, single-drawer option; and a couple who have become empty nesters yet whose kids come home at the weekend – they chose one with a removable drawer for maximum capacity. Unless you are always cooking for more than four people, air fryers have a place in everyone’s kitchen, and they are here to stay. In the UK alone, more than 50 per cent of households own an air fryer.

Going beyond the beige!

I used to think that using an air fryer wasn’t for me, as I am always telling people to avoid eating beige, fried food; but there I was, looking at a gadget that fries… or so I thought. Fried foods are often full of sugar, starch and poor-quality fats, so I was worried. However, I now know that air fryers can cook a huge array of wonderfully colourful meals in minutes, as well as healthy versions of classics such as fried chicken and chips.

[image: ]
My mantra when writing this book was that if a recipe was not made healthier, faster or more convenient by cooking it in an air fryer, then it wouldn’t be included. With convoluted means, it is possible to cook almost anything in an air fryer, but that shouldn’t be the point. When you need large quantities or top and bottom heat together, the conventional oven wins. When you need to constantly watch what you are cooking or you want water or wine to evaporate, the hob wins. However, an air fryer wins on speed, cost, energy usage, washing up and making things crispy and crunchy. Therefore, I have concentrated on recipes that are particularly well-suited to being cooked in an air fryer and that make easy, tasty foods that should provide minimal glucose spikes.

How can an air fryer help control type 2 diabetes?

If air fryers get you cooking simple meals from scratch that are lower in carbohydrates rather than ordering fried foods from a delivery app or buying ultra-processed foods, they can help you to become healthier, slimmer and more energetic.

My husband, Giancarlo, is in his twelfth year of remission from type 2 diabetes; all of his success has been from his change in food choices; he has never been on medication. He is an Italian chef and restaurateur who loved his pasta, sugary cappuccinos and pastries a little too much and his health suffered greatly. Now he follows a low-carb lifestyle. He has kept off 4 stone (56 pounds) of weight; he has got rid of his arthritis, gout, constant hunger and exhaustion; and his eyesight and mobility have improved. In fact, he runs around like an energetic young man and yet he is 73 years old. If he can do it, anyone can.

Our principle is to cook low-carb meals, which broadly follows the pre-1950s Mediterranean diet: plenty of fresh seasonal vegetables, extra-virgin olive oil, meat, fish, eggs and dairy. Air fryers came out when low-fat cooking was still fashionable, whereas I often preserve good fats to enrich flavour and provide satiety. We aren’t fatphobic! With type 2 diabetes in mind, these recipes are all about avoiding sugar and swapping out starchy foods that easily break down into sugar for wholesome, healthy alternatives to help lessen blood sugar spikes – and that will help keep diabetes under control.

Getting confident

Air fryers make cooking simple; you just need to choose a temperature and time, and you’re off! If you are new to them, start by cooking a piece of bacon and a tomato or salmon with some roasted Mediterranean vegetables. You will be making meals in no time. At first you can check the food regularly, so you avoid any mistakes.

No waste

By cooking single or two portions of food you are less likely to make more than you need. Air fryers are great for cooking food from frozen, which means you can simply pull out one fish fillet or piece of chicken at a time. Do make swaps for something you already have in the refrigerator. Because I cook small amounts of food in an air fryer, I don’t have so many leftovers, so there are no second helpings to be tempted by. If you do happen to have any leftovers, save them in containers in the refrigerator and use the handy ‘reheat’ setting to warm them thoroughly.

Budget recipes

These recipes are a great way to make delicious, healthy food on a budget. There are so many ways to save money when cooking, including buying own brands from supermarkets, using frozen options for meat, fish, vegetables and berries, shopping at markets in season and buying in bulk. It’s also a good idea to freeze leftover seeds and nuts to stop them going rancid.

Other tips are to keep a pot of rosemary and thyme on a windowsill outdoors to use regularly rather than buying packets each time, freezing leftover cheeses such as mozzarella and feta from a block for re-use, and in recipes such as Roasted Mediterranean Vegetables, use more of inexpensive vegetables which are in season and omit more expensive ones.
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How To Use Your Air Fryer

What is an air fryer and which type should you choose?

An air fryer is a mini oven with a powerful fan allowing food to be cooked at up to twice the usual speed of a convection oven. As they were used as a low-fat way to cook chips instead of deep-fat frying them, they became known as ‘air fryers’, but really they can cook anything that is usually baked, roasted, grilled, steamed or fried.

The heat comes from an element at the top and is forced around the chamber by a powerful fan. Imagine a hot whirlwind under the scorching sun and you’ll get the idea. Food crispens from all around provided the air can circulate freely. Most air fryers have one or two drawers. Some air fryers are more like mini ovens with trays on shelves, and there are halogen air fryers that rotate a plate of food (these are generally slower).

Go big! Even if you are only cooking for one on most days, a small air fryer with a single drawer can cause frustration. I like the dual drawer ones, so I can cook my veg separately to my meat. If space is an issue, choose one that has one drawer on top of another rather than side by side, so they take up less of that precious counter space. If you are cooking for a family, go for one with a large capacity. Some air fryers do synchronized cooking, so two batches can be cooked at the same time and some have a divider that can be removed for big roasts.

How fast are they really, and do they save energy?

Air fryers are fast. Trust me. I didn’t appreciate how fast they could be and did my usual thing of putting something in to cook while I brushed my teeth or answered the phone, only to return and find I had burned whatever I had been cooking. Until you are confident of your timings, err on the side of caution and check the food regularly.

Air fryers often cook 20 per cent quicker than conventional ovens. Their smaller spaces are faster to heat up. This means that along with quick cook or no-preheat capabilities, air fryers can save one-third of the energy used by conventional ovens. And I am being cautious with these numbers; many manufacturers claim to save you up to 65 per cent.

They often save meal prep time too, as frozen food often doesn’t need defrosting before being cooked in an air fryer. Sausages, for example, can be cooked in around 15 minutes from frozen.

Cooking times

It should be noted that my suggested cooking times are only a guide. The time will vary depending on the size of the ingredients; for example, a large chicken breast will take longer to cook than a small one, and it takes longer for heat to penetrate through a thicker piece of fish than a flatter tail fillet.

Air fryers differ too. My cooking times have been tested in two different air fryers, but both are fast, around 2470W, and have a capacity of around 9 litres (16 pints). If your air fryer is slower, you may need to add up to 3 minutes to my cooking times. You will soon work it out if you cook something straightforward, like a rasher of bacon or a piece of salmon.

These recipes were tested in a Ninja Foodi MAX Dual Zone 9.5L air fryer and a Salter 9L Dual Air Fryer, XL Capacity air fryer. Both have two drawers and crisper plates. Timings may vary for other brands. If you have an air fryer with a paddle, I suggest removing it for ease of following the instructions in these recipes.

Different settings and fan speeds

Most air fryers have the capacity to lower the fan speed; settings such as ‘max crisp’ or ‘air fry’ tend to be higher than ‘reheat’ or ‘rehydrate’. It’s not always obvious or stated in the instructions, so listen to your air fryer and you will hear the speed and strength of the fan slow for certain settings. I have referenced this in the Hot Chocolate Soufflé.

Tips and tricks for air-fryer cooking

• Although wet foods need to be contained in a liner, the more you use the crisper, the better the results, as the air can get to the base of the food. They aren’t hard to wash, and most can go into a dishwasher, so don’t always go for a lazy disposable liner!

• To speed up cooking further, use a rack to raise the food up so it is nearer the heat.

• To fry in oil or cook anything ‘wet’, you will need an ovenproof dish or silicone liner without holes, or you can simply use the base of the drawer if it is flat.

• Shake, toss or turn the ingredients halfway through cooking.

• When you are spraying oil inside, tilt the drawer so that the oil bottle is always vertical; this means the spray bottle will work better.

What you can’t do in an air fryer – and what to be careful of

You can’t successfully boil food or cook large quantities of wet foods like a casserole, as the liquid can’t evaporate enough, so they can’t reduce to concentrate the flavour.

You can’t cook food with a very wet batter, such as fish, as it drips through the holes in the racks. Therefore, breadcrumbed food is better than battered in an air fryer.

You can cook cakes, but they need to be protected with tin foil wrapped securely around them, so the outside doesn’t burn before the inside is done.

Watch out! A hot oven cooks quicker than one heating up from cold. And so will a hot air fryer cook more quickly than a cold one. If you have just been cooking in it – for instance when batch cooking – foods might cook up to a couple of minutes quicker (due to the retained heat).

Don’t let food fly around! Don’t let food get too close to the heating element or it could be a fire risk. So, no loose herbs or flaked almonds, and no loose paper or tin foil. You also have to beware of baking paper, light food such as crispy kale leaves and grated or thinly sliced cheese flying up into the heating element. A rack can be used to hold food down.

A crowded space may take longer. One very small chicken will cook in around 35 minutes but two may take up to 45 minutes, as the heat doesn’t circulate around as efficiently. Don’t overfill the air fryer, the air needs to circulate evenly around the food, so a single layer of food is best.

Make sure your air fryer has plenty of space around it so the fan works well. Don’t use it in a cupboard or under a work surface.

Do you need to pre heat?

Usually this is unnecessary as these small, powerful ovens heat up very quickly, though I have mentioned to pre heat in some recipes when it is essential the food goes into a hot space. If your air fryer is not powerful, then heat the empty air fryer for 4 minutes before putting the food inside. Some ovens will beep when they are ready to cook.

How to clean your air fryer

Cooking smells and fat splashes around the hob are a thing of the past, but do treat your air fryer with love! Don’t let anyone touch your air fryer with a metal utensil. The non-stick coating that is so easy to clean will start to rub off. Wash it after each time you use it. Otherwise, old cooking juices left at the bottom may burn the next time you use it. Most parts, including the drawers, can be washed in a dishwasher, but do check the manufacturer’s instructions.

Cooking meat safely in an air fryer

Since most cooking instructions in non-air fryer cookbooks don’t mention air fryer cooking times (yet!), I recommend buying an instant-read temperature probe to test the internal temperature of cooked food. Although models of air fryers differ, generally they cook more quickly than conventional ovens. You don’t want to overcook and dry meat and fish, so use this easy guide to check if your food is done.

A digital temperature probe is inexpensive and is simple to use. Simply push the tip of the probe into the thickest piece or area of meat or fish and read the temperature on the screen. The UK Food Standards Agency suggests that cooked meat should show a temperature of 75°C (167°F) for at least 30 seconds. The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the US suggests it reaches 74°C (165°F).

If you don’t have a thermometer, simply cut the biggest piece or thickest area of meat and check that the juices run clear. In chicken, there should also be no sign of pink flesh or pink juices.

With pieces of meat such as steaks, cutlets and roasting joints (not rolled joints), usually only the surface can be contaminated. Make sure the surface is properly cooked and sealed to kill any bacteria, even if the middle of the meat is still pink. See the recipes for further details on how to tell when the meat is done.

Cooking fish safely in an air fryer

The thickness of fish is important when cooking in an air fryer. A tail piece that is only a couple of centimetres (less than an inch) thick will cook through more quickly than a piece of cod measuring 4cm (1½ inches), so the cooking times are a guide rather than a strict rule. To check if the fish is cooked, official UK and US food regulation websites, such as the FDA, state it should be opaque all the way through (no longer translucent), be firm to the touch, not wobbly and flakes should separate easily with a fork.
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1. Baking paper liners

2. Crisper

3. Silicone liner

4. Rack

5. Drawer and rack

6. Reuseable silicone paper liner



Air Fryer Staples and Equipment

My staple ingredients – what’s in my kitchen cupboard and refrigerator

Eggs: I use mixed sizes, so I don’t specify the size unless it really matters to a recipe if your egg is small or very large.

Extra-virgin olive oil

Butter: salted or unsalted

Fine or flaked sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

Fresh or frozen garlic

Spring onions: great for cooking in small quantities

Vanilla extract

Ground almonds: buy in big bags or grind your own

Fresh chillies or dried chilli flakes or powder: I can’t be prescriptive about the amount needed for each recipe, as the heat of chillies differs so much; you have to taste them and add accordingly. Remember, the heat is in the pith, not the seeds.

What oil or fat to use

Choose the traditional fat used in the country of the recipe’s origin. For example, don’t try cooking an Italian Bolognese with coconut oil, but do use coconut oil for a great base flavour if you are making a Thai curry. Extra-virgin olive oil, butter, tallow (beef fat), coconut oil and avocado oil are our favourite fats for cooking. To save money, use a refillable spray bottle for the olive or avocado oil and save chicken, bacon or meat fat from a roast to re-use, just like our grandmothers did – it’s delicious and already paid for.

Sweeteners

Jenny, Jen and David would tell you to give desserts a miss on a low-carb lifestyle, especially when you are trying to curb your sugar cravings and lose weight. However, if you feel you can cope with the occasional treat, as Giancarlo does, there are some decadent desserts for special occasions and petite puddings that are low carb and still taste amazing.

Overall, I have reduced the sweetness in the dessert recipes. This is because, like many people, I have become ‘low sugar adapted’, as we have tried to eliminate sugar from our diets. Over time, even for sugar addicts like my husband, Giancarlo, our sweet tooth changes and a shop-bought cake that was once pleasant becomes sickly sweet.

Even if you use dates or honey, the amounts I use in these recipes are still so much lower than in commercially-made puddings, so you will be reducing your carb intake by making dessert at home. I give the option to use minimal dates, honey or erythritol, a sugar alcohol sweetener that has zero net carbs in terms of sugar and zero calories.

Allulose is expensive and although it has been approved by the FDA in America, it is still going through trials in the UK. I like the taste and don’t experience any side effects, but at the moment I still use erythritol, which is readily available and gives a pleasant, sweet flavour.

What you use to sweeten your food depends on how you feel about using artificial sweeteners. In the nutritional analysis after each recipe, you can see the differing values depending on the sweetener you use, so you can make informed choices. See our website, www.thegoodkitchentable.com, for more information on sweeteners and their pros and cons.

Terminology and what you will need

See here for what I mean when I refer to the following air fryer equipment in the recipes:

Crisper: or crisper plate

Drawer: also called a basket on some models

Rack: used to move food nearer the heat source

Baking paper liners

Reuseable silicone paper liner: cut to shape

Silicone liner

Little ovenproof dishes from charity shops, grandma’s hand-me-downs, those ramekins at the back of the cupboard – all suddenly come in handy with an air fryer. I also reccomend the following, links to which can be found on our website, www.thegoodkitchentable.com:

Digital scales

Measuring spoons

Nonstick angled slice: for lifting out

Nonstick baking paper

Refillable oil spray with a good nozzle: I like a steel mister-style spray bottle

Silicone brush

Silicone muffin moulds

Silicone spatula

Silicone-tipped tongs: for picking up food

Small heatproof bowls, plates and dishes

Small oven gloves: I like silicone gloves

Temperature probe

Tin foil
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