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To my daughter, Zoë Regenstein, a Jewish girl with a Greek name.

You first saw the Mediterranean only a few months before I started writing this book, but you have always understood the importance of a coastline, sparkling water, and, above all, good food.






Introduction

Like many of you, I love my Instant Pot®.

For the past several years, I have used it nearly every day, whether I am steaming a dozen hard-boiled eggs to satisfy a ravenous teenage boy; turning chicken bones into rich, golden stock; or making a one-pot dinner for my family. I have been amazed by all the different ways the Instant Pot makes my life easier. Not only does it allow me to cook certain dishes—and foods—that previously seemed too time-consuming, but the hands-off nature of today’s electric pressure cookers also makes it easy to prepare meals in advance to accommodate my kids’ crazy schedules. In short, these appliances are a godsend for a busy working parent like me.

More recently, another appliance has come into my life: the air fryer. Like many people, at first I thought the air fryer was a one-trick pony, designed to make fried foods without all the fat of deep-frying. I quickly learned that air fryers can do so much more. They deliver crispy chicken, caramelized vegetables, and seared-on-the-outside, tender-on-the-inside meat and fish—all in a fraction of the time it would take in the oven. The air fryer has quickly become my family’s go-to appliance for reheating leftovers, roasting vegetables, and, of course, creating healthier versions of deep-fried favorites. In short, my electric pressure cooker and my air fryer have become important allies in the ongoing fight to make mealtime easier, more convenient, and less stressful.

One of the main reasons I have embraced the electric pressure cooker and the air fryer so enthusiastically in both my personal and professional lives is that these appliances not only make it easier to cook in general, but have made it easier for me to cook my very favorite types of food. Pressure cooking, in particular, allows me, in my everyday working-mom life, to cook the kinds of foods I used to cook before I had children and the kinds of dishes I make when I am developing recipes for work—healthy foods like beans, legumes, and whole grains; elegant soups and hearty stews; and succulent braised meats.

I began to realize that by using these beloved kitchen appliances, it was easier than ever for me to cook the Mediterranean, Middle Eastern, and North African foods that are my passion. It also occurred to me that many home cooks are likewise drawn to Mediterranean cuisine, with its reputation for rich flavors and healthfulness, and that these appliances could make it more accessible and realistic for them as well. It was then that the idea for this book was born.

TASTING MEDITERRANEAN

I first dipped my toes in the azure waters of the Mediterranean Sea on a family trip to Provence and the South of France when I was fourteen years old. My most recent visit to the Mediterranean was in late 2019, when my husband and I took our teenage children to Israel and Jordan. Between 1988 and 2019, I was lucky enough to travel to many parts of Spain and Italy, as well as return to France many times. In college—where I majored in French—I spent a year living in Paris with the Zémors, a Sephardic Jewish family who hailed from Algeria but had moved to France when Algeria gained its independence in the 1950s. During that year with my generous and warm hosts, I ate extraordinary French and North African food and celebrated a year’s worth of Jewish holidays in the Sephardic tradition—experiences that altered me forever.

My travels around the Mediterranean, my formative experience living with a North African Jewish family in France, and my own Jewish identity have all contributed to my abiding passion for and interest in the food of the Mediterranean. As a food writer and recipe developer, I have spent years learning about and cooking the food of this region—with a focus on the cuisines of the Sephardic Jews and Israel in particular. I have come to the conclusion that Mediterranean food (about which I will say much more in the pages that follow) is among the healthiest, most sustainable, and tastiest food in the world. And now it is easier than ever to prepare this food at home in a way that fits our hectic contemporary lifestyle. I am thrilled to show you how to use your electric pressure cooker and air fryer to make Mediterranean cuisine if not quite in an instant, then at least in less time than ever before.

There is nothing more Mediterranean than taking delight in preparing delicious, nourishing food and serving it to friends, family, and cherished guests. It is my sincere hope that whether you are cooking dinner on a busy weeknight or preparing a holiday feast for a crowd, these recipes will help you channel that Mediterranean spirit in your own kitchen.

WHAT IS MEDITERRANEAN CUISINE?

On the surface, the answer to this question is quite simple: it is the cuisine of the region surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. But the real answer is much more complicated, in part because the land surrounding the Mediterranean Sea is not monolithic. The part of the globe that we try to encapsulate in the phrase “the Mediterranean” is, in truth, incredibly rich, diverse, and varied—in topography, culture, religion, and history.

The Mediterranean is made up of several distinct regions, including southern Europe; Greece and Turkey, which is known as the eastern Mediterranean; the part of the Middle East that is often called the Levant; and North Africa. Over twenty countries border the Mediterranean, from Spain and Morocco on one end to Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Egypt on the other. These countries are Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, Muslim, and Jewish; their lands include high mountains and rocky shores, sandy beaches and coastal wetlands, semi-arid steppes and thick scrub.

All these different regions have their own cuisines and culinary traditions. Indeed, the concept of a distinctive pan-Mediterranean cuisine is actually quite recent; some attribute it to Elizabeth David’s classic 1950 tome A Book of Mediterranean Food. And yet these widely varied regions and countries do share some common traits that link them together—geographically, culturally, and, yes, culinarily—so that we may, in fairness, talk about “the Mediterranean” as a region with a distinct cuisine. First, there is the Mediterranean Sea (once known simply as “the Great Sea”), which lends its name to, and connects, the entire region. Naturally, seafood is an important part of all Mediterranean cuisines, although how that seafood is prepared—and indeed which seafood the people will eat—varies from country to country.

There is also a distinct climate to the Mediterranean region: hot and dry summers and mild but wet winters through which occasionally blows a fierce wind—be it the mistral in Provence or the sirocco, which travels from North Africa to Italy and Malta. A common climate naturally leads to some common crops. Olives grow all over the region and have been cultivated since ancient times. Thus, olive oil is the preferred fat of the Mediterranean, which is not to say that butter and animal fats, such as lard, are never used. But you simply cannot have Mediterranean food without olive oil.

Wheat was one of the first grains to be domesticated by humans, and that practice began in the eastern Mediterranean. Since those early days—before recorded history, even—wheat, particularly durum wheat, has occupied a significant portion of the Mediterranean’s arable land. So it is not surprising that bread is another ingredient found all around the Mediterranean Sea, be it Provençal fougasse, Italian focaccia, Turkish pide, or Middle Eastern pita.

There are, of course, other foods that are common to all—or nearly all—cuisines of the Mediterranean: legumes, beans, and pulses; cheese and yogurt; members of the allium family, including leeks, onions, and garlic; fresh green herbs, like dill, oregano, thyme, parsley, and mint; grapes; citrus fruits; and certain vegetables, some of which are native to the region, like fennel, and some of which did not even arrive in the Mediterranean until as late as the 1500s—that is, New World vegetables like tomatoes and peppers.

The fact that the different parts of the Mediterranean share so many common ingredients—some of which are not even native to the area—highlights another important characteristic of the region: its interconnectedness. The people of the Mediterranean have always interacted with one another, even though they came from different tribes, empires, cultures, and religions. Through the ages, they traded with one another, fought with one another, conquered one another, tolerated one another, and colonized one another. And all the while, the various peoples of the Mediterranean were simultaneously interacting with other civilizations and cultures outside the region. The famed Silk Road that ran through Central Asia on its way to China passed through the eastern Mediterranean. The Roman Empire, at one time, stretched all the way to England. The Arabs of the Middle East traded extensively with the Persians. A few centuries later, the Spanish established trade routes with the Americas. And so, once a spice, vegetable, or cooking technique arrived in one part of the Mediterranean, it could easily spread to the whole region. The best example of this is, once again, the tomato—that New World vegetable (or fruit, technically) without which we can hardly imagine Mediterranean food.

SEASONAL EATING

Beyond ingredients, there are certain ways of thinking about, preparing, and even consuming food that are common to the different parts of the Mediterranean. With its distinctive climate that permits agriculture nearly all year round, the Mediterranean region has always allowed for eating with the seasons in a way that was not possible in other, harsher climes, where preserving summer foods to last through the winter was the only way to survive. (Which is not to say that Mediterranean cooks did not seek to preserve their seasonal crops; they certainly did, and still do today.) Perhaps because of the wide variety of flavorful ingredients available to them, the people of the Mediterranean have long made preparing, serving, and enjoying food central to their lives. Mealtimes are leisurely, guests are welcome, and good cooks—be they a grandmother, a neighbor, or a local restaurant owner—are celebrated.

Nowhere is this passion for eating, drinking, and sharing food with family and friends more evident than the tradition—nearly universal around the Mediterranean—of a spread of small plates to be enjoyed before, or in between, meals, and usually over a glass of the local spirit. In Spain, these plates are called tapas; in Greece, mezedes; in Venice, cichetti; and in the Middle East and North Africa, mezze. The name may differ, but the concept remains the same. Sitting with friends over a glass and a spread of small plates—which may be hot or cold, raw or cooked, but are invariably delicious—is a way of life around the Mediterranean.

MEDITERRANEAN CUISINE VS. THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET

Because of the fertility of the land and the long tradition of agriculture in the Mediterranean, the diet of the region’s people grew, over centuries, to emphasize cereal grains, vegetables and fruit, and seafood, with little meat. This type of diet is naturally quite healthy, particularly for the cardiovascular system. The health benefits of Mediterranean cuisine became widely known in the 1970s with the emergence of scientific research—some of which has since been debunked—showing that the people of the Mediterranean had lower incidences of heart disease than their counterparts in northern Europe. Since then, many people have adopted the so-called Mediterranean diet, which is not the same thing as Mediterranean cuisine. The Mediterranean diet, for example, focuses on how people eat in Italy and Greece in particular, which, as we know, is only a fraction of the Mediterranean region. The Mediterranean diet also incorporates ingredients that are heart-healthy, but not actually native to the region—salmon, for example.

It is important to note that this book is inspired by Mediterranean cuisine, not the Mediterranean diet. I have drawn upon the traditions and foodways of the entire region—not just southern Europe—for these recipes. Indeed, alongside familiar French, Spanish, and Italian dishes, you will find plenty of recipes from Turkey, Israel, Egypt, and North Africa. And I have tried to focus, if not exclusively, then at least heavily on truly Mediterranean ingredients—to the extent that they are readily available in North America. While many of the recipes in this book are extremely healthy—with lots of whole grains, vegetables, and plant-based protein—this is not a diet book; the recipes are healthy because the food of the Mediterranean is naturally so. In addition to the (many) light, fresh, plant-based recipes, there are also plenty of recipes that are hearty and designed to fortify you on a chilly night. You will likewise find some indulgent desserts that could hardly be considered health food but are worthy of a special occasion. And in truth, balancing freshness, vibrancy, and healthfulness on the one hand with comfort, pleasure, and celebration on the other is very much the ethos of the Mediterranean.


CREATING YOUR OWN MEZZE SPREAD

Whether it is Spain’s tapas or the Middle East’s mezze, sharing a spread of small plates among friends, family, or guests is a Mediterranean tradition. While Spanish tapas are usually enjoyed at a restaurant, people in the Middle East often serve mezze at home—not surprising, perhaps, in a part of the world where hospitality is a cardinal virtue. But offering mezze to your guests is not supposed to be difficult or a burden; it is supposed to be as pleasurable to serve mezze as it is to eat them. To that end, the food is typically prepared in advance or can be cooked or assembled quickly to allow the host to relax and partake as well. And everyone simply helps themselves, without fuss or formality.

With the help of your electric pressure cooker, air fryer, and the recipes in this book, you can create a Mediterranean mezze spread of your own that will allow you to stay cool and relaxed while entertaining. To plan your menu, start with some easy, store-bought items, such as marinated olives, nuts, or vegetable crudités. Then select two or three different dips to prepare in the days before the party. Aim for one creamy, starchy dip like Smooth and Creamy Hummus or Skordalia; a yogurt-based one like Quick Labneh or Tzatziki; and a seasonal vegetable spread, such as Matbucha, Pumpkin Chershi, or Muhammara. Feel free to buy bread to save time, but if you are feeling ambitious, make your own Whole Wheat Pita or Laffa Bread to go with the dips.

To round out the spread, include a cold salad or two, such as Classic Tabbouleh, Jeweled Barley Salad, Lebanese Potato Salad, or Circassian Chicken—all of which can be prepared hours before the party. Finally, add one or two hot dishes that can either be prepared in advance and kept warm, such as Albóndigas, or formed in advance and cooked in the air fryer at the last minute, such as Arancini di Riso, Fried Potatoes with Smoked Paprika Aioli, or Herby Green Falafel. Be sure to keep the menu well balanced; for example, if you include a potato salad, do not serve fried potatoes as well. Or embrace a theme: create a Greek-inspired spread with skordalia, tzatziki, Gigantes Plaki, and Lamb and Bulgur Kofta. Above all, do as much as you can in advance so you can embrace the mezze spirit and have a wonderful time at your own party.








The Mediterranean Pantry

Many of the Mediterranean’s best-loved ingredients are now familiar to Americans as well. Twenty-first-century Americans think nothing of cooking with olive oil, yogurt, whole grains, garlic, and fresh herbs. Given the rise in popularity of Middle Eastern cuisine, we are even starting to be blasé about chickpeas and tahini. Nearly all American supermarkets today carry an impressive variety of Mediterranean ingredients; combine that with the ability to order almost anything online, and there are very few regional Mediterranean foods that are truly impossible to source with a little advance notice.

In this book, I have made every effort to call for ingredients that are readily available at a typical grocery store, with some here and there that might require a trip to Whole Foods or Trader Joe’s. There are a handful of ingredients, at most, that you might have to source online or at a Middle Eastern market, but they are well worth the extra effort to achieve authentic Mediterranean flavor. The following list notes a few ingredients that are part of a well-stocked Mediterranean pantry but are less common in North America.


	
ALEPPO PEPPER: A spice made from ground dried Halaby peppers, a variety of red chile. Named after the Syrian city of Aleppo, this spice is known for its mild heat and fruity, earthy flavor and is commonly used in Middle Eastern cuisine.

	
BAHARAT: A warm, earthy Middle Eastern spice blend that typically contains paprika, coriander, cumin, cardamom, allspice, cloves, nutmeg, cinnamon, and black pepper.

	
BULGUR: Cracked whole-grain durum wheat groats that come in different grinds, from coarse to extra-fine. Bulgur is used frequently in Middle Eastern and Turkish cuisine.

	
DUKKAH: An Egyptian nut-and-seed mixture typically consisting of hazelnuts and sesame, cumin, fennel, and coriander seeds. Find a recipe on page 81.

	
HARISSA: A spicy, fruity chile paste popular in North Africa and the Middle East, made with sweet and hot peppers, garlic, olive oil, and warm, earthy spices.

	
LENTILS: A kind of pulse (the edible seed of a plant in the legume family), like chickpeas and fava beans. There are many varieties, including red, brown, black, beluga, and green Le Puy lentils from France. Lentils are an important source of vegetable-based protein, high in fiber and vitamins such as iron, potassium, and folate.

	
PINE NUTS: Also known as pignoli or piñons, pine nuts are the edible seeds of pine trees, not true nuts. They are common in many Mediterranean cuisines, especially Italian.

	
POMEGRANATE MOLASSES: Pomegranate juice that has been reduced, with or without added sugar, to a thick, sweet-tart syrup. Used in Middle Eastern and Persian cooking.

	
PRESERVED LEMONS: Lemons that have been pickled in salt and their own juices. Commonly used in North African cuisine.

	
RAS EL HANOUT: A pricey and luxurious Moroccan spice blend that typically includes, among other ingredients, black pepper, cinnamon, nutmeg, allspice, cumin, cardamom pods, rose petals, and grains of paradise, which are the seeds of a West African plant known for their pungency.

	
ROSE WATER: Water infused with the essence of roses. Used as a flavoring agent, rose water is an important ingredient in Middle Eastern, Indian, and Persian cuisines.

	
SMOKED PAPRIKA: A spice ground from dried smoked pimiento peppers. Sometimes called pimentón or Spanish paprika, smoked paprika is characterized by its bright red color and smoky aroma and flavor.

	
SUMAC: A tart, citrusy spice made from ground sumac berries. Sumac is an essential component in the Middle Eastern spice blend za’atar.

	
TAHINI: A paste made from ground sesame seeds. Widely used in Middle Eastern cooking.

	
ZA’ATAR: The name for both a variety of wild thyme that grows in the Middle East and a popular seasoning made by combining the dried herb with sumac and sesame seeds.
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How to Use an Electric Pressure Cooker

In the past decade, there has been a revolution in home cooking. In the never-ending quest to make cooking and preparing meals more convenient and accessible, busy cooks have given in to the pressure—pressure cooking, that is. Electric pressure cookers, led by the ubiquitous Instant Pot, burst onto the scene in 2010 and grow more popular every year. Nearly every established kitchen brand has created its own programmable electric pressure cooker or multicooker. New, more elaborate models—and new accessories for these appliances—come out every year.

With enhanced safety features and multiple, easy-to-use settings, this generation of electric pressure cookers is empowering home cooks of all types to create succulent soups, stews, and braises in a fraction of the time these dishes would take to cook on the stove. Healthy, plant-based meals made with beans, legumes, and whole grains no longer require long soaks and hours of simmering to emerge tender and perfectly cooked. Electric pressure cookers even take the uncertainty out of cooking delicate ingredients like eggs, custards, and seafood.

The Instant Pot and its raft of competitors offer many advantages over traditional stovetop cooking and oven roasting. The most obvious advantage is speed. By combining heat and pressure, electric pressure cookers are able to cook certain types of foods—namely tough cuts of meat, dried legumes, and firm vegetables—in a fraction of the time it would take on the stove. But there are other advantages as well, such as how little monitoring these appliances require. Once you place your food in your Instant Pot or other pressure cooker, you can simply walk away. The machine will cook the food to perfection and then, if need be, hold it at a safe temperature until you are ready to eat. In other instances, the moist steam heat in a pressure cooker creates the perfect environment to prevent certain delicate foods from drying out or overcooking, making these appliances far superior to the oven for this type of baking.

But electric pressure cookers do have their limitations, and if you do not understand what these appliances do well—and what they do less well—you could end up frustrated and wondering what all the fuss is about. To that end, let’s briefly review how electric pressure cookers work, how they can make your life in the kitchen easier, and what you need to get the most out of your appliance. This introduction is not a substitute for reading the manual that came with your appliance and familiarizing yourself with how your particular model works, however, so please do that if you have not already.

HOW ELECTRIC PRESSURE COOKERS WORK

There are certain foods, such as dried beans, grains, and tough cuts of meat, that simply must be cooked in liquid; cooking them by any other method will not work, or results in tough, inedible food. When cooking food in liquid on the stove or in the oven, the maximum temperature that food can reach is the boiling point of water, 212ºF at sea level. For that reason, it can sometimes take a long time—hours, even—to cook these foods to the point of being tender and succulent.

A pressure cooker, be it electric or the older stovetop kind, works differently than other types of cooking. The pressure cooker is a sealed environment from which steam cannot escape. Thus, when the liquid inside a pressure cooker evaporates and creates steam, that steam builds up and creates pressure. This pressure causes the temperature in the pot to rise over 212ºF, up to around 240ºF in most cases. Thus, foods inside the pressure cooker can get hotter and cook faster—sometimes up to 60 percent faster—than they would on the stove. And because the food is still surrounded by liquid, it stays moist and does not dry out.

If the idea of steam and pressure building up inside your pressure cooker with no way to escape sounds a bit scary, do not be concerned. Today’s pressure cookers have multiple safety features that prevent them from building up too much pressure. For one, the new generation of electric pressure cookers operate at a lower pressure than the stovetop appliances of the past. In addition, they automatically regulate the heat and pressure to keep it within a safe range by releasing some of the steam as needed through a valve—even when that valve is closed or set to “Sealing.” This is why it is safe to use your Instant Pot or other electric pressure cooker while tending to other tasks.

One thing you may have noticed in this explanation of pressure cooking is that for it to work, you must have steam. Thus, you must start the cooking process with enough liquid to evaporate and create this steam. As a result, nearly all the recipes in this book call for at least a cup of liquid, such as water or broth. (Some ingredients release liquid as they cook, which can contribute to the total amount, so on occasion, you may see a recipe that calls for less than a cup of added liquid.) If you do not have sufficient liquid in the pressure cooker, it will not build up enough pressure to cook the food. On the flip side, because the liquid cannot escape once it has evaporated—as it does when you’re cooking on the stovetop—most recipes meant for the pressure cooker call for less liquid than stovetop recipes. If you add too much liquid to a pressure cooker recipe, it will end up thin, watery, and not as flavorful. In short, you need liquid to cook foods under pressure, but only as much liquid as you want in your final dish.

Another important note: You may remember from high school chemistry class that material expands when heated. So, too, will ingredients expand when heated in your pressure cooker. Thus, you do not want to overfill the inner pot. Aim to fill the pot no more than halfway for ingredients that expand during cooking, like grains and beans, and two-thirds full for other foods, including soups and stews.

MASTERING YOUR ELECTRIC PRESSURE COOKER

While the Instant Pot may be the best known of them, there are many brands of electric pressure cookers and multicookers on the market today. It can be a little tricky to generalize across different brands, but, in truth, most of these appliances share the same basic features and work in a similar way. Certainly, the recipes in this book will work with any electric pressure cooker or multicooker on the market. To that end, let’s review the parts of a typical electric pressure cooker and the important functions to know.

First, all electric pressure cookers are countertop appliances that plug into an outlet. The appliance consists of an outer body that houses its electrical hardware and a removable interior cooking vessel or pot. These machines come with a lid that has a steam or pressure release valve and a float valve. The pressure release valve can be set to a closed (or “Sealing”) position to allow the machine to build up pressure or to an open (or “Venting”) position to release the steam within the pot. The float valve, which is hidden from view in some models, floats up when the machine reaches pressure and sinks down when that pressure is released. The underside of the lid has a silicone sealing ring, which is necessary to create a tight seal. Most appliances also come with some sort of trivet or rack that fits in the inner pot.

Today’s electric pressure cookers and multicookers are programmable, which means you can select different functions and pressure levels, as well as set cooking times. The appliances have buttons, dials, or knobs with which you select these functions or make adjustments and a display panel so you can see what you have selected. For our purposes, the most important functions are the SAUTÉ function, the PRESSURE COOK function, and the KEEP WARM function. Your machine may have buttons for specific functions (like “Steam”) or specific foods (like “Beans” or “Poultry”). While you may find these buttons useful and convenient for some recipes, I rarely use them here. To make this book as versatile and straightforward as possible, I developed these recipes using the Pressure Cook (or Manual) function. (A handful of recipes in this book call for the Yogurt function, which many machines have, but these recipes contain very detailed instructions on how to use this functionality.)

As I mentioned, most electric pressure cookers, including the Instant Pot, have a SAUTÉ function. This function works by heating the inner pot from underneath like a burner on your stove and does not require liquid. The Sauté function allows you to brown meat or sauté aromatics at the start of a recipe, just as you would if you were making the recipe on the stove. Of course, you could do this in a saucepan or skillet on the stovetop and then transfer the ingredients to the pressure cooker, but that is less convenient and dirties more dishes. (That being said, the small size of the pressure cooker’s inner pot forces you to work in batches, so there are times when it is quicker to sauté ingredients in a large skillet on the stovetop.) Depending on your pressure cooker, you can usually adjust the heat of the Sauté function to low, medium, or high settings, but do not expect the precise control of stovetop cooking. When using the Sauté function, leave the pressure cooker lid off or open; if you need to cover the inner pot while sautéing, use a regular pot lid that fits the diameter of the pot or a tempered glass lid designed for this purpose. Do not leave your appliance unattended when using the Sauté function.

For our purposes, the most important function of your electric pressure cooker is, in fact, the PRESSURE COOK function. The button for this function may be labeled “Pressure Cook” or “Manual.” It is also likely that you can direct your machine to cook at high or low pressure. Once you have selected the Pressure Cook function and adjusted the pressure level, the next step is to set the cooking time. It is important to note that this time is the number of minutes that the machine will cook your food once it reaches pressure. Regardless of the model, the machine will take some amount of time to come up to pressure, and that time is not included in the cooking time. When using the Pressure Cook function, make sure the pressure release valve is closed or set to the “Sealing” position; if it is in the open (“Venting”) position, the steam will escape and the machine will not be able to build up pressure. Once the machine has reached the appropriate pressure level, the float valve will rise and the timer should begin to count down. At this point, the lid will be locked and you will not be able to open the appliance until the cooking cycle is complete.

Once the cooking cycle is complete and the timer has counted all the way down to 0, the machine switches automatically to Keep Warm mode. If you do nothing, the accumulated pressure will eventually dissipate naturally, but this can take 10 to 20 minutes or even longer, depending on the recipe. This process is typically referred to in pressure cooker recipes as a “natural” pressure release. Alternatively, you can open the pressure release valve and release the pressure manually. The steam will shoot out from the valve—more on this in the Safety and Care section—and in a few minutes, you will be able to open the lid. Opening the pressure release valve is often called a “manual” or “quick” pressure release. In addition to specifying high or low pressure and the cooking time, most electric pressure cooker recipes, including the ones in this book, specify which kind of release you should use. Some recipes turn out better if the pressure releases naturally for a certain amount of time—say, 10 minutes—or entirely. On the other hand, some foods will overcook, dry out, or become rubbery if left in the machine while the pressure releases naturally, in which case the recipe will call for a manual pressure release. And in still other cases, it does not make a difference; you can release the pressure manually if you are in a rush, or let it dissipate naturally if you are otherwise occupied when the timer goes off.

The KEEP WARM function is an especially handy feature of the new generation of electric pressure cookers. When the appliance completes the cooking cycle, it will automatically switch to Keep Warm, holding the food at a temperature high enough to prevent the growth of harmful bacteria—but low enough to prevent overcooking—for several hours, until you are ready to serve or store it. (Note that while the Instant Pot and other electric pressure cookers will hold the food at a safe temperature without overcooking many foods, some foods, like rice, can scorch after several hours.) This functionality is akin to, but better than, the slow cookers of old. You can put the ingredients in your pressure cooker, set it to cook for a certain amount of time, and walk away, then return when it is convenient to do so.

Some of the recipes in this book instruct you to use an additional piece of cookware—such as a steamer basket, soufflé dish, cake pan, or ramekins—which you then set on the rack or trivet that came with your pressure cooker. In these instances, you will add liquid, usually water, to the inner pot while the cookware is elevated above the bottom of the inner pot on the rack. The water turns to steam under pressure and essentially steams the food. This is a very gentle and moist method of cooking, perfect for delicate dishes like custards. It also prevents dairy foods from curdling, which they would if cooked directly in the inner pot. And it allows you to pressure cook certain foods that otherwise do not contain enough liquid, like cakes. See page 18 for a list of the accessories that will allow you to get the most out of your electric pressure cooker.

SAFETY & CARE

As I explained on page 14, the Instant Pot and its many competitors have multiple safety features that make them less intimidating than the stovetop pressure cookers of old. Indeed, this generation of electric pressure cookers is very safe and easy to use. But they are electrical appliances that get very hot and generate a lot of steam, so it is important to take some commonsense safety precautions.

First (and this may seem obvious), only cook in the removable inner pot of your appliance. Do not allow any liquid to get into the electrical housing that surrounds the inner pot. When your electric pressure cooker or multicooker is in use, especially in Pressure Cook mode, the top and sides can become extremely hot. Avoid touching any metal parts in particular. In addition, take great care when opening the steam valve to release the pressure manually. A forceful geyser of hot steam will shoot up from the valve and can cause burns or damage cabinetry. (Some newer machines have a button you can press to release the steam so your hands do not need to be close to the valve.) I like to cover the steam valve with a dish towel prior to opening it, which reduces the noise and absorbs some of the moisture. Once you remove the lid of the appliance, remember that the inner pot is also hot and use caution when handling it.

Caring for your Instant Pot or electric pressure cooker is quite easy. To clean it, first allow the machine to cool down. Do not wash the base or electrical housing with water or submerge it because this can damage the machine. If necessary, simply wipe the exterior with a damp cloth. The removable inner pot can be washed by hand or in the dishwasher. Soaking it in hot water can help to remove caked-on or scorched foods. Likewise, the rack or trivet is dishwasher safe. The various parts of the lid can be washed by hand as needed.

On the lid, the silicone sealing ring, in particular, deserves some attention. This piece is critical to the continued functioning of your electric pressure cooker. If it appears worn or has cracks, replace it right away. Many manufacturers sell just this piece, and may even offer them in packs of two. Some people also find that the ring retains odors when used to cook strongly flavored foods. To prevent this, wash it after each use, either by hand or in the dishwasher. Some people go as far as to have two rings—one for savory foods and one for sweet foods—so cheesecake does not end up tasting like bouillabaisse, for example.






Accessories

Your electric pressure cooker or multicooker is ready to use right out of the box. But there are a few accessories that can help maximize the appliance’s potential and allow you to cook a wider variety of dishes. You will find that some of the recipes in this book, especially the desserts, require additional accessories.


	
STEAMER BASKET: A wire-mesh or expandable metal steamer basket (or small metal colander) keeps vegetables out of the water when steaming them in your electric pressure cooker. Look for a small size that fits in the inner pot of your appliance.

	
CAKE PANS, RAMEKINS, AND BAKING DISHES: For making cakes, cheesecakes, bread puddings, and egg dishes, invest in a few small pieces of cookware that fit inside your pressure cooker when elevated on a rack or trivet. Some especially useful items include a 7-inch springform pan; a 7-inch cheesecake pan with a removable bottom; a 1 ½-quart round ceramic soufflé dish; and a set of 4- or 6-ounce round porcelain ramekins.

	
SILICONE BAKEWARE SLING: Lifting hot cookware or bakeware out of the deep inner pot of your electric pressure cooker can be awkward. A silicone bakeware sling with long handles makes this task much easier. Both Instant Pot and OXO make good versions. Another option is to make a sling out of a long piece of aluminum foil folded over on itself. Place the foil sling under the cookware, then fold the ends of the strip into the pot so they don’t interfere with sealing the lid. To remove the cookware, simply lift it out using the ends of the aluminum foil as handles.

	
TEMPERED GLASS LID: As mentioned earlier, you never want to use the pressure cooker lid when sautéing in your electric pressure cooker. If you need to cover the inner pot while using the Sauté function, use a regular metal pot lid that fits the appliance or invest in an inexpensive tempered glass lid that is designed for this purpose.

	
IMMERSION BLENDER: An immersion blender allows you to purée sauces or soups directly in the inner pot of an electric pressure cooker instead of having to transfer them to a food processor or blender. This tool comes in handy for stovetop cooking as well.

	
FAT SEPARATOR: Large cuts of meat, such as brisket, pot roast, or lamb shanks, render a significant amount of fat when braised, which can make the broth or sauce in which they are cooked greasy. A fat separator is a measuring cup that allows you to separate the fat from the flavorful sauce or cooking liquid. I prefer ones that allow you to pour the liquid from the bottom, leaving behind the fat that has risen to the top.

	
EXTRA INNER POT: If you think you may want to cook two dishes in your electric pressure cooker for the same meal, such as Italian Sausage Ragù and Polenta with Butter and Cheese, an extra inner pot can save you from having to stop and do dishes in the middle of cooking.
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THE MEDITERRANEAN PRESSURE COOKER

In many ways, Mediterranean cuisine is especially well suited to pressure cooking. As discussed earlier, Mediterranean cuisine relies heavily on whole grains, plant-based proteins like beans and legumes, and seasonal vegetables. Many of these exceptionally nutritious and healthy foods cook in liquid and, in the past, required hours of soaking and cooking to soften and become palatable. When traditional Mediterranean cooks did have access to meat, they used all of the animal, including tough, inexpensive cuts, such as legs and joints, that also required long, slow cooking in liquid to become tender and succulent. In an era when one or more members of the household were at home during the day and food preparation was a large part of daily life, soaking, stewing, and braising foods in this leisurely manner made perfect sense.

Today, many of us are attracted to the vibrancy and healthfulness of Mediterranean cuisine. We want to shift to more of a plant-based diet, to eat more seasonally and sustainably, and to incorporate healthy and flavorful foods like fish, whole grains, and legumes into our everyday diets. We have sampled Israeli, Moroccan, Greek, and Spanish foods in our favorite restaurants and aspire to bring these intriguing flavors and dishes into our own kitchens. But it can be challenging to integrate the traditional foods and methods of Mediterranean cooking—such as long simmering, stewing, and braising—into a busy, contemporary life, especially when most people work outside the home.

The Instant Pot and other electric pressure cookers and multicookers put the best aspects of Mediterranean cuisine within reach for today’s busy cook. These appliances allow us to cook the signature ingredients of Mediterranean cuisine—beans and legumes, whole grains, and vegetables—in a fraction of the time it would take on the stove. Moreover, electric pressure cookers are ideal for transforming tough cuts of meat into tender, succulent stews and braises, again without the hours of cooking they would usually require. These appliances even take the fear out of cooking delicate ingredients like fish and shrimp, which abound in Mediterranean cuisine and which many of us are anxious about cooking at home.

Throughout this book, you will see the very best of Mediterranean cuisine—the Middle East’s many dips and spreads, Spanish paella, Provençal bouillabaisse, Moroccan tagines, and Italian risotto—adapted and updated for today’s pressure cookers. By harnessing the ability of these appliances to cook ingredients quickly, reliably, and without a lot of babysitting, it is easier than ever to bring the flavors and goodness of the Mediterranean into your home.






How to Use an Air Fryer

Whether you own a stand-alone air fryer, a combination pressure cooker and air fryer, or a special lid that transforms your pressure cooker into an air fryer, you likely have come to love the speed and convenience of air-frying. Air fryers cook food quickly and deliver delicious results: crispy chicken, caramelized vegetables, and seared-on-the-outside, tender-on-the-inside meat and fish—all in a fraction of the time it would take in the oven.

In a way, the air fryer is the perfect complement to your pressure cooker. As discussed earlier, the great advantage of an electric pressure cooker is its ability to cook certain kinds of foods—namely braises, stews, dried beans, and grains—far more quickly than if they were cooked on the stovetop. But pressure cookers have their limitations. They do an outstanding job with the foods I just mentioned—anything that steams or cooks in liquid. But if you are craving something crispy, crunchy, seared, or caramelized, a pressure cooker is not going to be able to help you. In that case, turn to your air fryer.
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