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INTRODUCTION

Here in the Deep South, we grew up eating fried everything at every meal. From fried grits for breakfast to fried apple pies for a late-night snack, all our favorite foods were boiled in oil. Our taste buds lived in a grease-happy heaven. Too bad that blissful ignorance couldn’t last. As adults, we quickly learned better and grudgingly gave up deep-fried taste for better health.

Then along came the air fryer, an odd-looking appliance promising to produce deep-fried taste without all the grease. We were skeptical. It sounded too good to be true, and you know how that usually works out.

Well, we were in for a shock. Our first attempt resulted in absolutely delicious chicken and French fries. Plus, cleanup was a snap: no more messy grease spatter all over the range and countertop. In no time at all, we were converted.

Once you cook a few basic foods, you’ll immediately start wondering what else you can do with your air fryer—and frying with little to no oil is only the beginning. You can use your air fryer to roast, grill, steam, and bake as well. Roasted meats cook faster and taste tender and juicy. Try cooking a pork loin (page 108) or a beef ribeye (page 92). The quality will amaze you. Perhaps most surprising is how beautifully the machine can make baked goods: Banana Bread (page 189), Nutty Whole Wheat Muffins (page 11), Scones (page 197), and Southern Sweet Cornbread (page 198).

The air fryer has become our go-to kitchen gadget. It’s fast and convenient, doesn’t make a big mess, and is super easy to clean. It works well for a wide range of dishes, from simple to complex, and it’s handy for little tasks, such as sautéing a few onions or even, yes, cooking a piece of toast.

We’ve had great fun developing the recipes for this cookbook—all of them tested one or more times in a home kitchen—which includes everything from easy basics to full meals. Whether you’re brand-new to air frying or ready to expand your horizons, we want to welcome you into our kitchen. Come on in and sit awhile. You’ll be delighted to discover just how versatile air fryers can be.

Eliminating deep-fried foods is certainly important, but we’re concerned about additives, contaminants, and the food supply in general. We want food cooked in a kitchen, not a chemistry lab. Even so, we’re pragmatists. In a perfect world, we always would cook from scratch, but spending hours every day on meal prep isn’t realistic for most people, including us. So we strive for progress rather than perfection.

For the most part, we avoid fast food and prepackaged foods. We believe in clean eating, and we buy locally grown produce and other foods whenever possible. If you can do that 100 percent of the time, you have our sincere admiration. If not, you’ll know that, like ours, sometimes your soul cries out for comfort food, and, healthy or not, it sure makes you feel better. We also admit to having a sweet tooth, as evidenced by our dessert recipes (page 204). Some are light on sugar and other evils; others are guilty pleasures. The good news is that air fryers aren’t large enough to handle a twelve-inch pie or three-layer cake. Air fryer desserts give you portion control by default.

Homemade is healthier because you control what goes into your food. You can avoid overprocessed ingredients, GMOs, chemicals, and additives—or you can limit the amounts you consume. That isn’t perfect, but it’s definitely an improvement!









TIPS FOR AIR FRYER SUCCESS

Know Your Appliance

First, and most important, read your appliance manual. All air fryers are not created equal. Features differ among models. Even timers work differently. Parts of some air fryers may be dishwasher safe, but you may have to hand-wash others. Any misuse of your air fryer or its parts could void the warranty. Read all safety information, and never use the machine in any way that violates the manufacturer’s instructions for safe use. In addition to keeping you safe, your manual should provide details about your model’s features and functions. Most of us hate reading instructions or manuals, but it’s worth taking the time to understand how to use it. Sometimes that can make all the difference between frustration and success.

Cooking Time

Many factors can affect cooking times, including size, volume, and temperature of food, thickness of breading, and so on. Even your local humidity levels can affect required cooking times. Wattage is another factor. All recipes in this cookbook were tested in 1,425-watt air fryers. A unit with a higher or lower wattage may cook somewhat faster or slower. For most recipes, total cooking time shouldn’t vary by more than a minute or two, but to avoid overcooking, check food early and often. Always start with the shortest cooking time listed in a recipe. Check for doneness at that point and continue cooking if necessary. When you try a recipe for the first time and the minimum cooking time is, say, 20 minutes or longer, check the dish at about 15 minutes just to be safe. If you’re new to air frying, don’t be afraid to pause your air fryer often to open the drawer and check foods. That’s the best way to save dinner before it overcooks or burns.

Minimum Temperatures for Food Safety

Consuming raw or undercooked eggs, fish, game, meats, poultry, seafood, or shellfish may increase your risk of foodborne illness. To ensure that foods are safe to eat, ground beef, lamb, pork, and veal should be cooked to a minimum of 160°F. Other cuts of these meats such as beef steaks should be cooked to at least 145°F. All turkey and chicken should be cooked to a minimum of 165°F. Minimum safe temperatures for fish and seafood can vary, and you can find complete information about these foods and more at https://www.foodsafety.gov/keep/charts/mintemp.html.

Cooking in Batches

For best results, always cut foods into uniform pieces so they cook more evenly. Follow recipes to know whether foods can be stacked or must cook in a single layer. Directions will indicate whether you need to turn or shake the basket to redistribute foods during cooking. All recipes developed for this cookbook were tested in air fryers with an interior capacity of approximately 3 quarts. Using these “standard”-size air fryers often requires cooking in two batches, but many foods cook so quickly that this additional cooking time doesn’t matter.

For foods that require lengthy cooking time, the first batch may cool too much while the second batch is cooking, but the solution is simple. Air fryers do an excellent job of reheating foods. Right before your second batch finishes cooking, place your first batch on top so it reheats for serving. If there’s not enough room in your air fryer basket, wait until the second batch is done, remove it, and reheat the first batch for a minute or two. Keep this strategy in mind any time you need to heat up leftovers. They come out hot and crispy—unlike microwave-reheated foods, which can feel soggy, rubbery, or tough.

You can also buy a larger air fryer. Some models have a capacity of approximately 5 quarts. If you have an air fryer of this size, you may be able to cook many of our recipes in a single batch. Follow recipe instructions as to whether a particular food can be crowded or stacked, and fill the basket accordingly. You may need to adjust recipe times slightly, but after cooking a few recipes, you’ll know how to judge that.

Smoking

Select a suitable location for your unit. If possible, place it near your range so you can use the vent hood if needed. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions to protect your countertop and to allow the required amount of open space around the back, sides, and top of your air fryer. Smoking isn’t a frequent problem but does occur when cooking meats or other foods with a high fat content. Adding water to the air fryer drawer can help sometimes but not always. Coconut, for example, tends to smoke no matter what. An accumulation of grease in the bottom of your air fryer can also cause smoking. Prevent this problem by keeping the drawer clean and free of food or fat buildup.

Excessive smoking, especially black smoke, is not normal. This could result from an electrical malfunction, in which case unplug your appliance immediately and contact the manufacturer.









TERMS & TECHNIQUES

Using an air fryer isn’t complicated, but for most people it’s a completely new method of cooking. The information below will help clarify the commonly used terms and techniques in our recipes.

Baking Pan

All baked goods in this cookbook were tested using a 6 x 6 x 3-inch baking pan. You can use any ovenproof dish that fits in your air fryer, but plan ahead. When the food is done, how are you going to remove the dish from the air fryer basket without burning yourself? You can fashion one from folded aluminum foil, but it’s easier and safer to buy a pan with a handle. Some pans are rather pricey but well worth the investment so you can enjoy air fryer cooking to the fullest.

Cooking Spray

In addition to Oil for Misting (see page xiii), this is another option for adding a light coating of oil to foods. Cooking sprays are convenient, they nicely prevent food from sticking in your air fryer basket or baking pan, and they’re a good choice for misting delicate foods when even extra-light olive oil would add unwanted flavor.

Dredging Station

This assembly line setup makes quick work of breading foods for air fryer cooking. Depending on the recipe, you’ll need two or three shallow containers lined up on the counter in the order in which you plan to dip foods. For example, you may have flour in one dish, a beaten egg in a second dish, and breadcrumbs in a third. Proper organization speeds up the coating process. Dredging stations appear in recipes throughout this cookbook, but for convenience we include specific instructions in each recipe.

Food-Grade Gloves

Occasionally our recipes instruct you to mix by hand because that’s the best—and sometimes only—way to accomplish certain tasks. You can buy disposable food-grade gloves from restaurant supply stores and numerous vendors online. Poly gloves aren’t great because they fit loosely and are less flexible. We prefer powder-free, food-grade vinyl or latex with a snug fit. Gloves are a necessity for handling hot peppers because the oils can cause chemical burns when transferred from bare fingers to eyes.

Muffin Cups

Each recipe indicates which kind of muffin papers to use. With very liquid batters, foil muffin cups hold up better. You may even need to double or triple them. In that case, remove the paper liners, stack two or three foil cups together, and then mist with oil if the recipe requires it. You also can use oven-safe silicone muffin cups, which are sturdy enough to hold most fillings without losing shape while cooking.

Oil for Misting

Most of the time we use a pump-style oil sprayer. It’s easy to use and works well whether you need a heavy coating or just a light mist. Refillable oil misters also help reduce the number of cans that end up in landfills. In our misters, we use extra-light olive oil. It has a higher smoke point than extra-virgin olive oil, and it has a very mild taste that won’t interfere with other seasonings or overpower the flavor of your foods (except some sweets or very mildly flavored dishes). You can use a pastry brush in a pinch, but we don’t recommend it because you’ll end up using far more oil than necessary.









INGREDIENTS

These definitions and explanations apply throughout the book.

Breadcrumbs are finely crushed and relatively dry. Sometimes used as filler, they’re also commonly used as a coating to produce a light crust. Always use plain, unflavored breadcrumbs unless a recipe specifically calls for a seasoned variety, such as Italian breadcrumbs.

Panko breadcrumbs, sometimes referred to as Japanese style, consist of firmer and bigger flakes than traditional breadcrumbs (above). When you want a coating with lots of crispy crunch, panko is the way to go. Some recipes call for crushed panko because it produces a different texture that tastes better on certain foods. Use a food processor or crush by hand by placing the crumbs in a plastic bag and using a rolling pin or tenderizer.

Butter should be pure sweet cream salted butter, not margarine or imitation spreads.

Cornmeal is available in enriched or whole-grain varieties. We mostly use enriched cornmeal except where specified. You can find stone-ground cornmeal in your local supermarket, farmer’s market, or online. As with whole wheat flour, store stone-ground cornmeal in a glass container in the refrigerator.

Cream cheese and sour cream can be low fat but not fat free unless the recipe states otherwise. Fat-free cream cheese and sour cream can make a dip or sauce watery and produce other unexpected results. Low fat is a compromise, a healthier choice that still yields a texture similar to the full-fat products.

Flours vary greatly and aren’t always interchangeable. In recipes that don’t give a specific type, use plain all-purpose white flour. Bleached, unbleached, or all-purpose flour is refined and has had the bran processed out. Manufacturers add nutrients back in to enrich it and compensate for the vitamins and minerals lost in processing. Self-rising flour contains leavening agents to help baked goods rise.

Nineteenth-century cooks prized white flour for its keeping qualities. White-bread loaves kept longer in larders than whole wheat loaves. The same holds true today. White flours have a longer shelf life than whole-grain products and do have their appealing qualities. For high, fluffy biscuits, scones, yeast breads, finely textured cakes, and tender baked goods, only a good white flour will do.

Recipes may use a combination of white flour and whole wheat flour to lighten a dough or batter. Whole wheat flour is healthier of course because it retains the fiber and nutrients of the whole grain. The downside for some uses is that it can result in heavy and dense food. We use two types of whole wheat flour. Most home cooks are familiar with red wheat, which is heartier than enriched flour but can make baked goods heavy and dense—sometimes a good thing. Our favorite whole wheat flour is white wheat. Not the same as white all-purpose flour, it’s made from a different strain of wheat and yields a baked good somewhere between a dense, heavy loaf made from red wheat and a light, white flour loaf. You can find white wheat flour at your local market or online. Store whole wheat flours in a glass jar in the refrigerator.

Garlic powder contains only one ingredient: garlic. Do not substitute garlic salt.

Many dried herbs, such as dill weed and rosemary, require crushing to release the natural oils. When a recipe calls for crushed herbs, measure the correct amount and then rub the herbs gently between your forefinger and thumb, allowing the herb dust to fall into the bowl or onto the food.

For crushed ingredients, how you measure makes a big difference. If a recipe calls for “½ cup crushed [ingredient],” crush it before measuring. When a recipe calls for “½ cup [ingredient], crushed,” measure first and then crush.

Olive oil is our favorite oil because of its health benefits, but when adding oil to a recipe, consider taste. Cold-pressed extra-virgin olive oil has the most distinctive flavor and is an excellent choice when that flavor will enhance the finished dish. For some foods, though, a robust oil can overwhelm the other flavors. For those cases, we use light or extra-light olive oil.

All recipes calling for milk were tested using skim / fat-free milk unless the recipe states otherwise.

Pepper always means black pepper, and we use only freshly ground black peppercorns.

Salt always means sea salt.

Yogurt used in recipes may be either Greek or plain unflavored. Compared to regular yogurt, Greek yogurt has less sugar, fewer carbs, and more protein, but it also can have a higher fat content. When a recipe calls for either one, choose according to taste. Greek yogurt has a sharp, tangy flavor that some people don’t like, especially in something like a salad dressing that already includes lemon or other pungent flavors.
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