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who recognized early on that being
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by Whoopi Goldberg

WHO DOESN’T DIG FRIED CHICKEN? If you’re a vegan you probably don’t, and in that case put this book down, ’coz you’re not going to be able to resist the desire for that chicken. Fried chicken is a staple in many cultures. It’s comfort food, and it isn’t a black, Asian, or white Southern thing—it’s a human thing. I LOVE my fried chicken. I mean I really, really, really, really LOVE my fried chicken. Nothing makes me or my mouth happier. I remember my mom taking the brown paper bag, adding the flour, putting in the chicken and shaking, shaking, shaking. And when it hit the oil … that smell! I’m not much of a cook myself, but I do know my fried chicken. (I cook a mean turkey once a year at Thanksgiving; really slow, all night, and baste, baste, baste). But fried chicken is my one true love.

Each year there is something called the Food Network South Beach and New York City Wine & Food Festivals. A few years ago, the very amazing Rachael Ray couldn’t make it to her event, the Burger Bash. The most generous man, Lee Schrager, approached me to fill in. Now, who doesn’t like a great burger? So that was an easy “yes” for me! But as I was walking from station to station sampling all the burgers from everywhere, I turned to Lee and suggested a fried chicken event for the following year. I’m proud to be part of Chicken Coupe, now going into its fourth year in New York and its third year in Miami. (Thanks, Lee!) But who knew Lee was such a fried chicken fan, too? He says writing a fried chicken cookbook wasn’t always on his bucket list … but now I’m not so sure.

Fried & True doesn’t just give you 50-plus fried chicken recipes—from the ones Lee picked up on his road trip to some from the best restaurants, in some of the best cities in the world—but also the stories that go along with them and make for some good reading. My favorite is “Fried Chicken 101”—yup, tips! Um-hm … “don’t crowd, and give each piece time.” That’s good advice.

Thanks, Lee—I’m hoping to meet some of these recipes at the next Chicken Coupe event.
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MY EARLIEST CHILDHOOD FOOD MEMORIES revolve around fried chicken, my adult food obsession. Growing up on Long Island in the town of Massapequa, I always looked forward to my mother’s best homemade dish: fried chicken, which she prepared in her burnt-orange Le Creuset Dutch oven to much approval from my father, my two brothers, and myself. On Saturday evenings, when my parents would head out for date night, they’d order dinner to be delivered from our favorite restaurant, Chicken Delight. I can still see the beat-up red Volkswagen delivery vehicle, with a smiling plastic bird perched on the roof, pulling into our driveway on Beverly Road. As it arrived, the bird would seem to chirp: “Don’t cook tonight, call Chicken Delight!” Nowadays I can’t seem to remember where I ate dinner the week before, but even more than forty years later, those two off-white cardboard plates, stapled together to form a covered dish, are crystal clear in my mind’s eye. Inside was a full quarter of miraculously hot fried chicken, the longest, tastiest fries known to mankind, and a Parker House roll that absorbed the chicken’s delicious grease. I’m also incredibly nostalgic for the all-you-can-eat fried chicken buffet at Howard Johnson’s. Held underneath the restaurant’s iconic orange rooftop, the buffet included mountains of fried chicken, creamy coleslaw, and as many fries as you could eat.

It was a sad day indeed when my friends and I were politely asked not to return to that HoJo’s on Sunrise Boulevard; we had surpassed the per-person limit at an all-you-can-eat buffet. To this day, it’s nearly impossible for me to resist ordering a plate of fried chicken, whether it be from a strip mall, white-tablecloth restaurant, Korean restaurant, or a take-out joint I pass while driving on the highway. I’m proud to say that these days I usually skip the fries and soda, but I almost never leave the biscuit untouched.
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Fried chicken has a long storied, and much beloved history in this country. It is believed that Scottish immigrants originally brought the dish to the United States in the 1700s. West African slaves added their own spices and techniques, perfecting the dish in both their masters’ kitchens and their own; some even sold poultry and made fried chicken in their spare time to sell for extra income. From that original tradition the dish traveled across the country, and in the past decade or so it’s begun to rival other American mainstays—burgers, pizza, barbecue—in popularity. And as we speak, fried chicken is clearly having a moment—everywhere you look, restaurants are perfecting an authentic Southern version, or lending their own touches and ethnic influences. When the idea for a whole book on the subject came to me a couple of years back, this “it” food was still gathering steam. When I added a fried chicken event, aptly named FRIED and now in its third year as Chicken Coupe, to the Food Network New York City Wine & Food Festival, I had no idea what I’d be starting. Our nation’s great chefs, secret frybird lovers at heart, have had a lot to do with it, researching and experimenting and elevating the dish in ways you may not see—but can certainly taste.

Writing this book also brought low-key fried chicken lovers out of the woodwork. When we photographed these dishes during a long, hot summer week in New York City, a never-ending line of friends, family—and even building employees—formed to sample our on-set batches, debating their favorites with us each day as skillets of oil bubbled in the kitchen. Which was the best? Was it Atlanta chef Asha Gomez’s Indian-inspired fried chicken and waffles? The classic chicken-and-biscuits combo from Scott Peacock? Or maybe it was Yotam Ottolenghi’s seeded chicken schnitzel. And who could forget Art Smith’s fried chicken with Swiss chard and pine nuts, Michelle Bernstein’s version with a side of watermelon Greek salad, or the pale, yet flavor-packed, gluten-free version from Ina’s in Chicago? The debate rages on.

Before this book, I had only prepared fried chicken once. Even after graduating from culinary school and working for great restaurants and for prestigious caterers along the way, it was not an everyday dish for me. Back in the 1980s, while attending Florida International University during the day, I worked the graveyard shift as a short-order cook at Broward General Medical Center. One of my standard orders to fulfill was a four-piece of Tyson fried chicken, a portion-controlled package I learned to drop into the deep-fry basket for exactly twelve minutes. This was a shortcut recipe, designed to get customers fed and happy and out the door. And now I’ve rediscovered that while fried chicken can be a glorious multiple-day affair, it can also be as simple as cooking gets: cut up chicken, dip in buttermilk, dredge in seasoned flour, and fry until golden brown. That’s why at the end of the day this classic has staying power, not only in the South—where it’s still the centerpiece of countless Sunday suppers—but all around the country, where people just can’t get enough of it.

[image: ]

One of the best parts of working on this book was a road trip we took to three fried chicken strongholds: New Orleans, Atlanta, and Nashville. In addition to sampling amazing food in each city, the pocket trivia and stories we picked up along the way were incredible. The most inspiring part of our journey was the opportunity to make some amazing new friends and learn life lessons from them. True wisdom comes from experience, and few have more than Leah Chase of Dooky Chase’s in New Orleans’s Treme neighborhood (for her full story, see this page). “We changed the course of America over a bowl of gumbo,” Mrs. Chase told me, but I believe her trays of fried chicken had just as much to do with it.

By no means did we ever hope to capture every great fried chicken recipe for our book (and greatness in this category is highly subjective). We don’t cover every state or every well-known place in the country—that would have been impossible. And many storied places had recipes we knew we’d never be able to get—and wouldn’t deign to try to re-create; some traditions are best left alone. What we hoped to do was share some of our favorites, using the recipes to tell the story of a treasured dish and its many varieties. You’ll see many twists, from Mediterranean and Asian to Cuban, Israeli, and West African. All can be eaten in the United States. All have become part of our culinary canon. And all of them are amazingly delicious.

There are many things that I hoped to do in my lifetime, but writing a book about fried chicken wasn’t on my original “bucket list.” Now that it’s done, I can tell you that it was one of the most exciting, delicious, and humbling experiences of my career to date. I hope you enjoy this book as much as the “cluck team” has enjoyed traveling, testing, and tasting together to bring it to you.

Lee Brian Schrager
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Making fried chicken isn’t as hard as it may seem; it just takes preparation and organization. Like any other kitchen endeavor worth undertaking, it’s about having the right tools, picking the right ingredients, and knowing a few tips and tricks that will have you frying like a pro in no time. But before you get started, first consider these suggestions, so you have the basic principles of the freedom to fry in mind:

BE PREPARED: An organized kitchen and a game plan are a fryer’s best friends. Everything will go more smoothly if you read each recipe from start to finish and prepare all of the elements—brine, dredge, seasoning, oil—in advance, making sure everything’s ready before you start.

CLEAR THE FRIDGE: For recipes that require brining or marinating, clear the proper amount of shelf space and adjust shelf height in your fridge for whatever vessel you are using. This will eliminate panicked, last-minute rearranging.

BRINING: Brining may seem like a labor-intensive extra step, but it really does add a whole ’nother layer of goodness to the finished product. Like most foods, chicken benefits from a healthy dose of sodium, which ups the flavor considerably. Typically the number one ingredient in brines (other than water), salt performs double duty, both tenderizing the meat by breaking down its cellular structure and helping enhance the tastiness of the chicken itself. Brines can range from two hours to two days and can also contain sugar, buttermilk, herbs, and

NOTE: Don’t have time to brine? Buy a kosher chicken. The primary ingredient in most brines is salt, and kosher chickens are presalted. They’ll help you achieve the salty, moist juiciness that is the hallmark of a brined bird.
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NOTE: When you first add the chicken to hot oil, the oil temperature will drop. You may need to raise the heat to bring the oil back up to ideal frying temperature, so keep an eye on that thermometer.
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Part I: TOOLS FOR FRYING AT HOME









NOTE: To easily clean a skillet, do not—and we repeat, DO NOT—run it through the dishwasher or even wash thoroughly with hot water and soap. Instead, wipe out any extra oil and loose bits with a soft kitchen towel, then add several tablespoons of kosher salt to the pan and move the salt around with the towel; the salt will help lift any bits stuck to the bottom of the skillet. Then, using a cloth or a paper towel, wipe the inside of the skillet with a thin slick of neutral-flavored oil.
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Part II: OILS AND FATS



NOTE: Oil is expensive, so good news: if you maintain the proper frying temperature, yes, you can reuse frying oil. After frying a first batch of chicken, cool the oil completely, then strain it through a coffee filter into a container with an airtight lid. Cover tightly and store in a cool place. This process can be repeated through one or two more uses, at which point the oil should be discarded. Frying oil should only work to crisp the bird efficiently or, in the case of the addition of lard or bacon, lend subtle flavor that enhances the chicken itself. If you’re tasting the oil rather than the chicken, it’s time to introduce a fresh batch.
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Part III: HOW TO CUT UP A CHICKEN
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Part IV: CHOOSING YOUR CHICKEN
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