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INTRODUCTION

Ask ten different people to brainstorm on the phrase “fried chicken,” and you’ll get ten different answers. Fried chicken can be comforting or decadent, nostalgic or exhilarating, an everyday staple or special-occasion fare. It can be classic, edgy, spicy, soothing, festive, homespun, extravagant, thrifty—and many things in between. Very few foods are deserving of such wide-ranging and emotional descriptions.

For one thing, nearly everyone has experienced fried chicken at some point in his or her life. Fried chicken is universal—served in almost every country around the globe. Each culture has its own spin on the basic equation—take poultry, fry it in fat until golden and succulent—which means there are countless recipe variations from which to choose.

For me, no food elicits such happy memories as golden, crispy, tender, juicy fried chicken. I grew up in the American South, and in my family, fried chicken was considered a staple, not excess. It wasn’t a Sunday if my grandmother Tom’s perfectly crisped chicken was not already on the table when we got to her house for our midday meal. It was her cast-iron skillet filled with fried chicken that first taught me how comfort and love could be tasted and shared without saying a word.

For anyone who calls the South home—or even those who merely stopped by for a visit—fried chicken is transporting. It immediately delivers a sense of home, no matter where you eat it. That said, Southerners certainly weren’t the first to fry chicken. Name a country and very likely fried chicken is part of its cuisine. I’m convinced I could fry for a lifetime and still discover new ways to prepare fried chicken, one of the world’s favorite foods. It’s a crunchy and comforting journey, no matter where you choose to start.

THE STORY OF FRIED CHICKEN

Food historians have demonstrated that fried chicken appears in several ancient cuisines from around the world. It seems that as long as chickens have existed, someone was ready to fry them. Though the exact origins of the domesticated chicken are still debated, many historians trace its lineage back thousands and thousands of years. And there are plenty of centuries-old fried chicken traditions, most notably from China, India, the Middle East, Italy, France, and Spain. In other words, fried chicken has been around since long before we started enjoying it in America.

The South undoubtedly has the strongest fried chicken tradition in the United States. Raising chickens was inexpensive and there was no shortage of rendered fat, so fried chicken was naturally found on Southern tables, even in the toughest of times. It was during the nineteenth century that fried chicken was established as a staple on tables across the South.

But even as a staple, the preparation of chicken evolved. Younger birds were used, deep frying became a popular cooking method, and slaves who cooked in Southern kitchens added wonderful spices like curry, which had not been common in the South before the slaves’ arrival.

Today, fried chicken still holds its own, seemingly impervious to new cooking fads and food trends. Sure, there are plenty of upscale restaurants doing dressed-up versions of the dish—but there are just as many down-home establishments cooking fried chicken the classic and simple way like I remember it from Tom’s table. I love that there are families like mine where fried chicken is a weekly occurrence.

I am a firm believer that fried chicken is here to stay. It is timeless, and a favorite in kitchens around the world. Living, breathing, and eating all things fried chicken to create the recipes in these pages would not only make my grandmother Tom proud, but the process has also opened my eyes and my table to a new realm of the world’s favorite food. My hope is that you’ll also discover new and exciting flavor combinations, techniques, and serving ideas that will become regulars at your family table for years to come.
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FRIED CHICKEN 101

Understanding the basics of frying chicken makes the process much easier and more fun. The information below will tell you everything you need to know to prepare the recipes in this book—from buying a bird to serving it on a plate.

SELECTING A CHICKEN AND WHY SIZE MATTERS

The first step to achieving great fried chicken is choosing the freshest bird you can find. I prefer chickens that are all-natural, antibiotic free, and American Humane Certified, such as Springer Mountain Farms chicken. These chickens are raised locally—at least locally for me—so I know they are treated well and the flavor is superior. These chickens are water chilled, so no chemicals are used in cooling the meat, as can be the case with air-chilled chickens.

When choosing a chicken at the market, reading and understanding labels is easier said than done. Poultry labeling is sometimes vague and can take a bit of energy to decipher. All-natural technically means that the chicken was fed no artificial ingredients and was minimally processed. Poultry in the United States cannot be raised with hormones, so every American bird is hormone free. Free-range simply means that the chickens have had access to the outside, not necessarily that they ever went outside. Organic chickens must be fed organic diets with no genetically modified organisms (GMOs) or pesticides. Organic chickens can be given antibiotics in the first day of life and only later in life if medically necessary. They also must be given access to the outdoors.

If possible, select a chicken that’s never been frozen, called fresh, because it will be the juiciest and most flavorful. A fresh chicken has never been below 26°F. If the chicken is frozen, the label will always read “keep frozen.” Fresh chickens will be labeled as “fresh” or “keep refrigerated.” When in doubt, ask your grocer.

The weight of the bird affects nearly every aspect of frying. Larger birds need to be fried at a lower temperature for a little longer than smaller ones. Lowering the temperature ensures the pieces cook through without the outside overbrowning first. For each of the recipes in this book, I’ve recommended a specific weight of bird, but if yours is a bit larger or smaller, be sure to adjust the cooking time and temperature appropriately.

I recommend that you buy whole chickens and cut them up yourself, because that allows you to ensure that the pieces are similar in size (which makes them cook more evenly). Packages of cut-up chicken most likely contain pieces from several different birds that range in size, often larger than you would have if you cut up your own bird. Store your chicken in the refrigerator, on the lowest shelf possible, to prevent juices from dripping on and contaminating other food.

CUTTING UP A CHICKEN

For most of the recipes in this book, I ask you to cut up the whole chicken into either two, four, eight, or ten pieces. The final product is illustrated on the opposite page.

DO NOT WASH CHICKEN

I know you want to, but don’t. Many of us grew up watching our mothers and grandmothers rinsing raw chicken, even tossing it around in the sink before cooking.

Washing chicken was instilled in cooks as much as washing their hands. The USDA has saved us all some time by declaring that washing poultry isn’t necessary, and in fact, can create more problems than we think it solves. Some bacteria can be rinsed off of poultry but not all. Rinsing the bird makes it likely that bacteria will splash and splatter in the sink and on the counter, and the chances of cross contamination are much higher than if no rinsing is involved. Rest assured, cooking chicken until it’s done will kill bacteria on the surface of a fresh bird.
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THE BENEFITS OF BRINING

Brining simply means submerging the meat in a solution—usually some mixture of salt and water—before cooking it. Brining makes the cooked chicken juicier, because as the chicken soaks in the salted liquid, it absorbs the solution on a cellular level. The shorter the amount of time you have for brining, the saltier the brine needs to be. If you have a long period of time, such as overnight, the solution can be less salty.

BE SAFE

Frying can be incredibly dangerous and you must give it your utmost attention and respect. There are certain guidelines you must follow to make sure your experience is a good one.

Keep a fire extinguisher (Class B or Class K) in the area where you fry.

Wear long sleeves and closed-toe shoes.

When placing chicken (or any item to be fried) in hot oil, lay it in angling away from you, toward the back of the pan. If there is any splash or splatter, it will be in the other direction.

Keep in mind that the more moisture in a food or batter to be fried, the more splattering that will occur.

Do not fry with flammable items near the fryer. Towels, pot holders, and stray aprons should be put away.

Use common sense.

FATS FOR FRYING

You can fry chicken in many different types of fats, but below I’ve listed the various types that are called for in the recipes in this book.

Oils Vegetable, canola, corn, peanut, pure olive, and other liquid oils are easy to measure and generally good for frying. They are fairly stable and also easy to dispose of once they are cooled. Oils with a low smoke point, such as extra-virgin olive oil and most unrefined oils, are not recommended for frying because they can burn before reaching frying temperature.

Lard This rendered and clarified fat from pork creates a very crisp exterior on fried items and imparts nice flavor. Choose purified and refrigerated lard, since it tastes much fresher than shelf-stable lard. Leaf lard comes from the parts of the animal surrounding the kidneys. It’s the best lard you can buy for flavor and clarity. I like to order lard from my favorite butcher shop when I need it.

Duck Fat You can buy clarified fat rendered from duck from many specialty grocers or butchers (or you can make your own). It’s expensive, but it is very rich and flavorful.

Shortening Hydrogenated vegetable oil has a long shelf life at room temperature, is easy to find in stores, and fries well without readily breaking down. At higher temperatures, shortening is less stable than other oils.

Coconut Oil Nonhydrogenated oil from coconuts is solid below 76°F and melts to a liquid when it’s warmer. Refined coconut oil has no coconut flavor, so don’t worry about your cooked bird tasting like fruit! Coconut oil comes in small quantities, so it’s easy to buy just what you need.

STORING FATS AND OILS

If you don’t store your fats and oils properly, they may go bad—and frying chicken in oil that has deteriorated results in chicken that tastes like the oil. Before frying, check the fat to make sure it’s fresh. If you’ve ever smelled a rancid fat, you will always recognize it and it’s not something you will need to second-guess.

To keep fats fresh longer, store in a dry, cool, dark place away from heat—so, not next to your stove! Buy oils in small amounts to prevent your supply from lingering past its shelf life. If at all possible, start with fresh fats each time you fry (see “Reusing Fats for Frying”).

PROPER OIL TEMPERATURE IS ESSENTIAL

Moisture escapes from chicken the moment it hits hot fat and immediately converts to steam. The
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