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Preface

Sizzling, Crisp, and Delectable

In a nation where organicized, locovorized, artisanized, and molecularized foods are now aerated, sous-vided, nitro-poached, tweezered, and prepared in every other trendy, offbeat, outlandish, and often geeky way imaginable, let’s hear a general big round of applause for those familiar, traditional, beloved ones that are still being simply . . . fried. And since nowhere in this country can fried food boast the same cardinal role it plays in home kitchens and restaurants throughout the South, I say it’s high time that special attention finally be focused on golden clam fritters, honey-battered fried chicken, crumbed pigs’ ears, okra beignets, rice croquettes, blistered goobers, venison burgers, hot water cornbread, peach turnovers, and dozens of other wonderful deep- and shallow-fried specialties that contribute so much to the proud Southern table.

I’ll also be so bold as to say that only Southerners fully appreciate and truly understand the fine art of frying, the instinct and obsession being in our blood since the days as youngsters we were taught to batter our first pieces of chicken, heat our first skillet of lard or shortening for a batch of fried green tomatoes, and carefully lower our first basket of plump oysters into a pot of sizzling fat. Gradually we learned that frying is a process whereby hot fat coaxes moisture from the interior of foods (creating the bubbles that rise from the fat) while browning the exterior evenly; eventually we came to understand that the ideal to aim for is surfaces that are crisp without being greasy and interiors that remain tender and succulent; and perhaps the biggest lesson of all was that when fried food is executed sensibly and calmly, no style of cooking is easier, quicker, and more fun and gratifying for cooks, family, and friends alike.

Myself, I was born, bred, and weaned on fried foods in North Carolina, and today my enthusiasm is as strong as when my mother would fry thick, sapid slices of aged country ham with red-eye gravy for breakfast, or when I’d get an initial whiff of crusty catfish at river fish fries, or when another bowl of piping-hot hush puppies was served with a brace of glistening quail in the Carolina Lowcountry. Southerners might not know a lot about grilling, steaming, sautéing, or even stir-frying, but when it comes to cooking foods in any form of hot fat, passions are intense, convictions are rigid, and judgments can be brutal. We may be gracious and modest about most matters, but if there’s a serious Dixie cook who doesn’t have definitive pronouncements on what constitutes good and bad fried chicken, shrimp, pork chops, onion rings, cheese grits, johnnycakes, and half-moon fruit pies (“light as a cloud,” “crisp but moist,” “lip-smacking flavor,” “soggy as a dishrag,” “greasy and disgusting,” “dry and tough as whitleather”), I’ve yet to meet such a person.

As for other Americans, what astounds me today is how so many, ridden with guilt, have been conditioned by health and nutrition zealots to spurn and even fear the very fried foods they love to eat most—and make no mistake that, despite feigned denials, there’s nothing we relish and crave more than well-fried chicken, potatoes, onions, sandwiches, and doughnuts. Folks are led to believe that all fried foods are automatically messy and dangerous to prepare, heavy and greasy, difficult to digest, packed full of dreaded calories and cholesterol, and generally a disaster. Hogwash. It is true that many of the dishes made with inferior ingredients and carelessly fried in old, stale fat at mediocre restaurants around the country can be pretty lousy, and nobody denounces the atrocities more than Southerners accustomed to better fare. It’s equally true that frying is a cooking process that requires the right equipment, attention to certain sensible safeguards, and a willingness to make mistakes before the techniques are fully mastered. But it’s also true that, since fried food is best within minutes of being removed from the bubbling fat, nothing lends itself more to the convenience, ease, and casual atmosphere of the home kitchen, and that once you’ve become hooked on the procedure, you’ll grasp why Southerners have always championed fried foods over all others.

While there can be no doubt that the dishes celebrated in this book constitute a large percentage of the Southern diet, nothing is more misguided than the common perception that Southerners nourish themselves exclusively on fried foods without concern for moderation, nutritional values, calorie counts, and overall well-being. Just the basic information in the book’s Introduction (which I encourage you strongly to review) should serve to prove that Southern cooks approach every aspect of frying very seriously and intelligently, and that we have little patience with those who might blindly condemn a style of cooking that, when handled with a bit of know-how and lots of common sense and respect, is altogether as disciplined, sophisticated, refined, and, indeed, healthy as any other. We Southerners view these dishes as the ultimate comfort foods, and we enjoy nothing more than sharing them with those who love and appreciate great eating. It’s my bet that once you get the hang of frying, perfect your own ideas and strategies, and gather a few equally eager souls in the kitchen and around the dinner table, you’ll derive the same relaxed joy and satisfaction from the exciting experience as any Reb does.


Introduction: Frying Basics

Equipment

Electric Automatic Deep Fryers. Available in all major stores under familiar brand names (Cuisinart, Calphalon, Hamilton Beach, Presto, Waring, and so on). Most modern-day countertop electric fryers boast such up-to-date sophisticated features as lockable lids, heavy wire mesh baskets with cool-touch handles, digital thermostats and timers, special filters to reduce odors, viewing windows, removable parts for easy cleaning, indicator lights or audible alarms for overheating, and even detachable magnetic cords for added safety. Storage can be a problem with models that are not compact, but today nothing is more reliable, easy to use, and safe than a sturdy single- or dual-basket deep fryer that can accommodate up to a gallon of oil and 2 pounds of food and is intended mainly for items that need to be immersed in at least 2 inches of hot fat. I have a compact dual-basket fryer that I find fully adequate for such smaller foods as oysters and shrimp, zucchini strips and onion rings, French fries, hush puppies, fruit turnovers, and the like. Prices vary dramatically from about $50 up to $300, depending on the size, style, quality of metal, and special features.

Dutch Ovens and Cast-Iron Pots. Ideal for deep-frying (with minimum spattering) larger foods like chicken, quail, small whole fish, jumbo shrimp and crawfish, and certain croquettes and fritters that require plenty of oil or other fat. While heavy-gauge Dutch ovens (preferably enameled) and cast-iron pots may not have the convenience and safety features of electric deep fryers, they are standard equipment in many Southern kitchens where lots of deep frying is done. When shopping, look for 7- to 8-quart vessels about 5 inches deep that have flared sides and domed covers. Some come with sturdy wire baskets that fit neatly inside and have long, open handles possibly with an extra groove for attaching the basket to the rim of the pan for easy draining of foods. The best of these vessels are made of cast iron or black steel, both of which distribute heat evenly and keep the fat at a steady temperature.
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Skillets (Frying Pans). Without question, the most popular and important all-purpose equipment for both deep and shallow frying of all sorts of foods that do not necessarily need to be fully immersed in hot fat. The finest skillets are those made of heavy metals that transmit and maintain heat evenly, and nothing beats either cast-iron or stainless steel pans with thick aluminum disks that cover the entire bottom and assure even cooking without hot spots. Most of the skillets used in this book are large in diameter (10 to 12 inches) and at least 3 inches deep, but serious Southern cooks pride themselves on nothing more than a collection of different-sized pans (I have eight cast irons, some inherited from my mother and grandmother) for different types and quantities of fried foods. Stainless steel and enameled cast-iron skillets are expensive but can provide years of successful frying if properly cared for. Rugged, moderately priced regular cast-iron pans last a lifetime and, to maintain their smooth surfaces, need only to be “seasoned” from time to time by lightly coating all surfaces with vegetable oil or shortening and “baking” the pan for about an hour in a 350°F oven. (One of the best investments is a deep, 10½-inch, 3-quart Lodge cast-iron “chicken fryer,” which is perfect for frying all sorts of foods.) As for nonstick skillets, including those made of heavy cast aluminum, I do not recommend them for frying since the surface coating cuts down on the heat that reaches the food and there’s high probability that anything you fry will be soggy and never develop the crispy surface characteristics of nicely fried foods. Frankly, I don’t prefer nonsticks even for frying eggs, making grilled cheese sandwiches, or cooking omelettes.
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Electric Frypans. My North Carolina mother swore by her stainless steel electric frypan for frying chicken, and, truly, nobody produced better Southern fried chicken than my mother. Once the rage in most American kitchens, electric frypans do have their merits (a steady heat, convenience when stovetop space is limited, detachable heat controls that make the pans dishwasher safe, and moderate prices), and I might well use my stainless one for various fried seafood puffs, fish strips, popcorn crawfish, vegetable fritters, and yes, even fried chicken. Yet no electric fryer will ever replace a conventional cast-iron or stainless skillet since the electrics heat up and cool too slowly, they can’t be shaken to move food around, and typically high wattage means you can easily burn food if not watched very carefully.

Heavy Saucepans. Relatively small (2-quart), heavy-gauge stainless steel or aluminum saucepans come in handy for frying small quantities of shrimp and oysters, seafood and vegetable fritters, sausage balls, and beignets without wasting lots of cooking fat. Saucepans are also necessary for prepping some ingredients to be fried and for preparing certain batters and coatings.

Frying Baskets. All electric deep fryers and some cast-iron and black steel frying pots and bowls come equipped with wire baskets intended to lower foods into hot fat and drain them after frying, but if a basket is not included with a vessel, I urge you to buy one separately to facilitate deep frying—especially small items like shrimp and oysters, meat nuggets, cut okra, and hush puppies. The best baskets are made of a chrome-and-nickel combo and have handles that are placed high and stay cool during the frying process, but any sturdy metal basket that fits into a pot will do.
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Deep-Fat Thermometers. Since the success of any frying involves preheating the cooking fat and maintaining it at the proper temperature, a good deep-fat thermometer of sturdy construction and with very clear temperature markings and a clip that holds safely to the side of the pan is essential. Choose either a glass-tube thermometer fastened to a flat, long stainless steel frame with a metal clip on the back, and/or simply a smaller glass thermometer with easy-to-view temperature markings and a sliding clip on the back. The first is ideal for deep frying with large quantities of fat, and the second for lesser amounts.

Slotted Spoons, Spiders, and Tongs. It should be taken for granted throughout this book that, whether directed specifically or not in a recipe, foods fried in 1 or more inches of oil or other fat that need to be turned for even browning should be turned with either a metal slotted spoon, wire mesh spider, or sturdy set of metal tongs, depending on the size of the food. No matter what I’m frying in whatever amount of fat, I always have these handy tools close at hand for all types of possible needs.

Splatter Guards. Any way you look at it, frying can be messy and possibly dangerous, and to reduce the amount of sizzling fat splashing on stovetops and unprotected hands and arms, nothing is handier than a wire mesh splatter guard with a looped handle that sits on top of a vessel while food is frying. Companies like Le Creuset make expensive guards in lightweight enameled steel, but even a cheap model works just as well.

Fire Extinguishers. Since flare-ups are always a possibility when dealing with hot cooking fat, only a fool fails to have a tested fire extinguisher handy at all times while frying foods.
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Ingredients

As this book clearly illustrates, there are not many foods that Southerners can’t and don’t fry, and since frying plays such an important role in our style of cooking, it stands to reason that as much attention is paid to the variety, distinct differences, and quality of ingredients as to the numerous principles and techniques involved in the frying process itself. Here is a rundown of the most essential ingredients and what to look for when planning to make most of the recipes.

Flour. Soft, winter, low-gluten Southern flour is different in texture from the high-protein hard-wheat variety that dominates in other parts of the country, and while many Southern cooks prefer to cook exclusively with Southern flour (especially for quick breads), regular unbleached all-purpose flour is perfectly acceptable for all the recipes in this book. (Soft-wheat flour can be ordered online from both White Lily Foods and King Arthur Flour Company.)

Cornmeal. Yellow or white cornmeal is an essential ingredient of numerous Southern fried dishes, batters, and coatings, and although the stone-ground varieties available in more and more fine markets have, without question, the best flavor and texture, regular commercial brands are suitable for all the recipes in this book that call for cornmeal. Some Southern cooks swear that white cornmeal is more refined than and superior to the yellow, but I say it’s all simply a matter of personal taste.

Grits. There are two basic types of grits in the South: hominy grits, which are dried corn kernels with skins removed that are ground into a coarse meal, and plain, ordinary grits, which are the coarse grist of dried kernels with their skins. To complicate the semantics further, hominy (or “big hominy”) by itself is soft, soaked whole grains of corn that are generally available in cans and marketed as a fine delicacy. The finest dried hominy grits are stone-ground and require at least 30 minutes’ cooking time; and to really complicate matters, acceptable “quick grits” are regular grits that are processed to reduce cooking time to about 10 minutes, while dreadful “instant grits” are precooked, dehydrated, and flavored artificially to make them palatable. The recipes in this book deal primarily with hominy grits or plain whole hominy. When shopping, look for boxes or bags of regular grits or cans of hominy.

Rice and Potatoes. As essential to Southern cooking as cornmeal and grits since the days of the great Carolina and Georgia Lowcountry rice plantations, white and brown long-grain rice, which when cooked produces light, dry grains that separate easily, is now grown mainly in Louisiana, Arkansas, and Texas and is the commercial variety called for throughout this book. Short-grain rice, which is moist and viscous when cooked, has too high a starch content for these recipes, and never should any form of minute rice be substituted for the regular style of long-grain.

Generally, the best potatoes for frying are russets and long white varieties because of their low moisture and high starch content, and all fresh white potatoes should be firm, well shaped, and free of cracks, blemishes, and sprouts. Genuine fresh Southern sweet potatoes (which are not the same tuber as Latin American yams, despite erroneous marketing practices) have dark orange skins and a vivid orange, sweet flesh and are widely available during the cooler months. Sweet potatoes do not store as well as white ones, should never be refrigerated, and are best if used within a week of purchase.

Pork. Pig is the king of meats in the South, and while various cuts of pork are discussed in appropriate recipe headnotes throughout this book, special attention should be placed on bacon, sausage, and ham, all of which play a major role in so many Southern fried dishes. The preferred styles of bacon are cured, hickory-smoked slab bacon cut into relatively thick slices, lean salt pork (or “streak-o’-lean”), and dense, fragrant, woodsy artisanal bacon turned out by small, independent producers and increasingly available in all markets. When a recipe calls for sausage, the reference is to bulk pork sausage, and if you have trouble finding good commercial rolls in grocery stores outside the South, I’ve provided a recipe for making your own. Cured, well-aged country ham is available online for those who don’t have local access to the specialized product, and even when country ham is indicated in a recipe, you can often use regular baked cured ham—with, of course, a sacrifice in flavor.

Poultry and Game. Frozen quail, rabbits, pheasant, and turkey parts are not only acceptable but also often preferable to the fresh products, but there’s little excuse these days for using any chickens except the fresh commercial or organic ones available in all markets. Furthermore, serious Southern cooks frown on buying packaged chicken parts instead of whole chickens (with their giblets and livers), convinced justifiably that cutting up your own chickens (especially for fried chicken) guarantees both moister birds and better control over portions. All frozen game is quite perishable after being thawed, so keep refrigerated and use as soon as possible.

Seafood. With the exception of canned tuna and possibly salmon, as well as frozen crawfish tails and frogs’ legs, only fresh seafood should be used for the recipes in this book. Unless otherwise indicated, shrimp and oysters should be medium-size, clams should be littlenecks or cherrystones, and crabmeat should be lump backfin. If frozen crawfish tails are unavailable for recipes that call for them, small shrimp can usually be substituted.

Vegetables. In the South, virtually any vegetable can be fried, and most Southern cooks are adamant about using only the freshest broccoli, cauliflower, eggplant, cabbage, squash, tomatoes, beans, mushrooms, parsnips, and greens. Exceptions might be sliced frozen okra and frozen corn kernels and black-eyed peas when the fresh don’t look too good. Do note that all vegetables intended for frying should be patted dry, if necessary, even when dredged in flour or battered.

Nuts. Although chopped walnuts and toasted almonds are used occasionally in Southern fried dishes, by far the two most popular nuts called for in these recipes are peanuts and pecans. Small Georgia runner peanuts (the ones most often marketed commercially) are acceptable, but savvy Southern cooks know that nothing equals the large, oval, rich-tasting goobers grown in eastern North Carolina and Virginia, which are available online from a number of sources. Pecans are indigenous to the South and a key ingredient in multiple fried dishes. Since, however, fresh pecans quickly turn rancid, I’m very wary of the packaged nuts—even vacuum-sealed—sold in most markets. I order a good supply online every fall, and I store them in the refrigerator or freezer (up to one year).

Cheeses. Generally, “cheese” means only one thing in Southern cooking and that’s cheddar and Parmesan, both of which are as important in many fried dishes as in other types of dishes. If I lay hands on a great artisanal Vermont or Canadian cheddar, so much the better, but for most of these recipes, any aged, extra-sharp commercial cheddar (yellow or white) is completely suitable. As for Parmesan, I use only genuine Parmigiano-Reggiano and recommend that you do the same.

Buttermilk. Long an indispensable staple of the Southern kitchen, buttermilk is not only used to flavor and leaven certain fried dishes but is also a key ingredient to many batters. Today, most buttermilk is pasteurized skim milk treated with an enzyme culture to make it sour, and while this is a far cry from the subtle, tangy buttermilk of yesteryear produced from fresh whole milk by natural fermentation, it nonetheless still plays an important role in fried foods. One bit of advice: If you forget to get a quart of buttermilk or run out, all-natural low-fat yogurt can be used very successfully in its place.

Sorghum and Molasses. Since quite a number of both savory and sweet fried dishes (rice pancakes, skillet cornbread, Texas cinnamon cookies, Creole calas) are often served with one of these syrups, no well-stocked Southern pantry is without a jar or can of sorghum or molasses (which can be used interchangeably). Sorghum is produced from a sweet grass and is usually referred to in the South simply as “syrup.” Molasses is produced from the juice of sugarcane in varying grades, and the one to look for is pure, unsulfured molasses.

Batters, Breadings, and Seasonings

Batters and breadings not only insulate most fried foods from overcooking but are also the agents that produce the crispy and crunchy textures we all love. Not all fried items must be battered or breaded, but it’s true that most are definitely too moist to brown evenly on their own without burning and that most can only benefit from a dusting of flour, possibly a quick dip in an egg wash, a light dredging in cornmeal or bread crumbs, or a full-fledged pancake-like coating (which, by itself, can even be used to make fritters, doughnuts, beignets, and nuggets of delectable fried dough). Most all composed batters contain flour, egg, leavening, and a thin liquid, but, as the many throughout this book illustrate, they can also include cornmeal, buttermilk, cream, melted butter, cooking oil, soy sauce, honey, seltzer, and beer. Breadings, on the other




	1½ cups all-purpose flour

	1 teaspoon baking powder

	Salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste

	¼ cups milk

	1 large egg

	2 tablespoons vegetable oil








Frying Fats




Cooking Guidelines and Techniques




	Whether using a deep fryer, Dutch oven, deep skillet, or large saucepan, always allow 2 to 3 inches between the surface of the fat and the top of the vessel to prevent spillovers, excessive spattering, and possible fires.

	For deep frying, a sufficient amount of fat (usually at least a quart) is needed so that food is never crowded and browns evenly. Remember also that adding food to any hot fat cools down the fat, which must always be returned to the proper temperature to prevent the food (especially battered items) from soaking up the fat and becoming soggy.

	All food that is not battered or breaded should be patted dry before frying. Moistly battered food in a basket, slotted spoon, or spider should be lowered slowly into the fat to prevent sudden temperature drops and spattering.

	When frying food in a basket, periodically shake the basket carefully to prevent pieces from sticking. When shallow frying, use a slotted spoon or spider to separate pieces.

	Generally, smaller foods should be fried quickly at high temperature (at least 365°F), whereas larger and frozen items can often be fried at lower temperature (325°F to 350°F) to ensure that interiors are fully cooked while exteriors are brown and crisp. The higher the temperature, however, the less fat is absorbed in any food.

	To clarify any cooking fat for reuse, heat it slowly, strain through cheesecloth or coffee filters, and refrigerate till ready to use. Discard any cooking fat when it turns dark.

	When using any fresh fat for frying, allow an extra minute of cooking time until the first few items have been fried and the temperature of the fat has stabilized.

	Since debris in cooking fat can be responsible for frequent and wasteful fat changes, always shake off excess batter and breading before frying foods.

	To help moist batter adhere better to foods, dredge the battered pieces briefly in flour or cornmeal. To help dry breadings adhere better, add just enough beaten egg or buttermilk to the breading to firm it up slightly. Remember also that all batters and breadings adhere best when chilled for about 30 minutes after being used on foods.

	Never forget that batters and breadings can absorb huge amounts of fat and become soggy if the fat is not hot enough.




Frying Safeguards



The Health Issue
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