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This book is a celebration of family and is lovingly dedicated to my whole family, each and every member. I’m so grateful for your continued love and support; it’s what makes everything possible and I love you all!

The same can be said for my extended family, meaning all the employees of our restaurants and company. Though we don’t share the same blood, we do share the sweat (and sometimes tears) that goes into running our family business. Thank y’all for your loyalty and hard work!

And finally, I’d like to dedicate this book to all families across America. Whether related by blood or by love, you are truly the backbone of our great nation!



General Notes on Ingredients
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I’ve tried to make these recipes as easy as possible for cooks of all levels of experience to use and enjoy. I’ve always felt that any recipe, even mine, needn’t be followed as if it was set in stone. You should feel free to have fun in your cooking, adding and subtracting ingredients to make the dish your own. However, I’d like to give you some of my tried-and-true tips on certain ingredients that will give you the best results in all your cooking. I follow these simple ingredient rules to make my dishes shine and I hope you will, too.

Here in the South, we often cook with salted butter. In all my savory recipes, feel free to use salted or unsalted. Now, as for the sweet dishes, I know chefs recommend using unsalted butter, but I just love the taste of the salty butter in the sweet, and that’s what I always use. And a reminder from one dessert lover to another: Never substitute low-fat butter, whipped butter, or margarine for regular butter. There’s a good chance you won’t like the results.

When a baking recipe calls for eggs, use large. Using extra large or medium will make a difference in the cooking time and yield. It matters less with savory recipes, or with recipes that call for just one or two eggs. Where you really run into a problem is when a recipe calls for five or more eggs. If you want to substitute, use seven medium eggs in place of five large ones, or use four extra large ones. I usually just buy large eggs to keep it simple!
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My beautiful niece, Corrie, in my herb garden.

When a recipe calls for fresh fruit such as peaches, apples, or strawberries, always choose the ripest fruit available. Remember, what looks picture-perfect isn’t necessarily the best tasting and what looks wrinkled may be the juiciest, most delicious peach in the universe.

When a recipe calls for flour, always use all-purpose flour, unless otherwise specified. When a recipe calls for salt and pepper, it’s always best to use kosher or sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, if possible. They have the best flavor.

When a recipe calls for herbs such as thyme, basil, and rosemary, and you can use fresh, I say it’s worthwhile to do so. That freshness always shows through in the final taste. If you are substituting dried for fresh, use one teaspoon of the dried herb in place of one tablespoon of the fresh, as the dried herb has a more concentrated flavor. The same formula works in reverse. You can substitute one tablespoon of fresh chopped herbs for each teaspoon of dried.

Use peanut, vegetable, or soy oil for all the deep-frying recipes. Canola oil will not work as well for frying, but it does make an excellent salad oil. When a recipe calls for olive oil, I like to use extra-virgin olive oil, especially if it’s for a dressing or other uncooked dish, though pure olive oil is just fine for sautéing.
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Introduction
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I have always believed that a big family was the greatest gift that anyone could have. When I was a little girl I would just beg and plead with my mama and daddy because I wished for more sisters and brothers. You may know that my wish didn’t come true back then—I lost both my parents when I was barely grown, and was left to finish raising my brother, Bubba. Now I thank my lucky stars to be blessed with a family that just keeps on growing. And when I talk about family, I’m thinking about all the people who are most precious to me, whether or not we’re actually related.

I have the privilege of working with people so special to me that they’ve become part of what I consider my extended family. So not only have I got my darling husband, Michael, wonderful sons and grandson, and beloved brother, aunts, uncles, nieces, nephews, in-laws, and children by marriage, I’ve also got my assistants, my publicist, and my dear agent, Barry, who makes me feel like I have a daddy again. All these people have become so important to me that I can’t imagine they won’t be a part of my life forever. One thing that’s become clearer and clearer over the years: Family is not about being blood-related, it’s simply about love.

And food! Many of the bonds my family has were forged over the dinner table and through the sharing of recipes. Cooking is the way we express our love for one another. We celebrate just about everything that happens to us down here with a meal. It’s a grand old Southern tradition! I remember as a young girl going to family reunions, and, oh my gosh, everybody would just try to outdo each other with their best dishes. It always felt like the good eating was lined up for blocks on those tables. To this day, bringing my family together means piling up a plate loaded with everybody’s favorite recipes.

Those family recipes are the very soul of everything I do. On my restaurant menu, you’ll find my Grandmama Paul’s fried chicken and collard greens; you’ll find Aunt Peggy’s meat loaf and her sweet potato soufflé. And if you’ve ever sent one of your family recipes to me or my Web site, it might just end up on TV, where I love to share all the tasty tricks I learn from the people around me and beyond. My life is my cooking, and none of it would be possible without my family, and yours, too.

Of course, I could never have started my restaurant without my aunts, uncles, cousins, and, most of all, my wonderful sons. Everyone really came together and pitched in from the very beginning, and they’ve been there for me ever since. My Aunt Peggy and Uncle George made my dream of owning a beautiful restaurant come true when I didn’t think I would be financially able to finish what I’d set out to create. My little brother, Bubba, helped handle business matters at The Lady & Sons before opening Uncle Bubba’s Oyster House.

Then there are Jamie and Bobby, who have been behind me all along. My boys were barely out of their teens when they started delivering lunches for The Bag Lady. And when we got our own restaurant, Jamie went right to work in the kitchen, and Bobby’s smile was out front, making guests feel welcome in the dining room. The smartest thing I ever did was add “& Sons” to the name of the restaurant. I wanted so badly to give those boys wings, to see that they had security and a future, and I feel I have done my best. I think so many of the people who eat at The Lady & Sons pick up on the love that’s at the heart of our restaurant.

I try to thank my beautiful family and acknowledge them every chance I have, but even if I do this every day for the rest of my life, it will never be enough. That’s why I decided that it was time to go ahead and dedicate a book to them. I just have to share with y’all the love and good times I have with my family. Not to mention all the stories—like the time Cousin George got behind the wheel of the family car at age eleven, or how Brooke went from being “the five o’clock girl” to being Jamie’s beautiful bride and mama to my grandson, baby Jack. I feel so lucky and blessed by the strong support and wonderful memories—and the incredible recipes—that my family has brought me. They are the heart and soul of this book.

I’m proud to share the recipes that I grew up on, like Aunt Peggy’s Old-Fashioned Meat Loaf and Our Favorite Hearty Oxtail Stew. And I just can’t keep to myself all the new ones that marriage has brought to our family table, like Michael’s Deluxe Twice-Baked Potatoes with Shrimp and Michelle’s Banana-Chocolate Gorilla Bread. Although I may be the one you’ve seen cooking on TV, there’s a whole family of great cooks behind every dish I make.

As you look through these pages, you’ll recognize some old-time down-home favorites as well as some more health-minded dishes. Those tend to be the ones that Michael and I enjoy a little more often these days to balance out all the pound cake and fried chicken! Eating a more moderate diet is something we all have to think about, especially as we get older. Making it all still taste delicious is a must for me—otherwise it’s right back to that fried chicken! I look to Bobby when I need inspiration for that kind of cooking. He’s so clever when it comes to cooking fish or coming up with healthy grilling recipes for a cookout. That’s where his cooking really shines.

I hope you’ll enjoy learning a little more about where all the great food in my life comes from, and I know you’ll love trying your hand at my family recipes— they’re all time-tested and Paula-approved, I guarantee!

I wish you best dishes, y’all—from my family to yours.
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Deep-Fried Pickled Okra with Creamy Chile Dip.



Nibbles, Snacks, and Sandwiches
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When my family comes over and I’m cooking, they always want something to snack on while they’re waiting on me to finish up the meal. A good selection of nibbles keeps everyone from getting too hungry and it also prevents them from getting underfoot. Just set that plate of goodies wherever you want them and they’re bound to follow it!

I have so much fun with making little snacks. For one thing, they free me up to be creative. I like to experiment a bit, and I figure when it comes to these kinds of things, you can put anything together. You know, when I prepare a meal, it’s got to make sense to me. For example, I wouldn’t serve spaghetti along with macaroni and cheese, and I always serve salad and Italian bread with my spaghetti. But with the hors d’oeuvres, you can go a little crazy. So if you feel like setting out a big old platter filled with mini quiches, fried pickled okra, and guacamole, I say go ahead—it’s all good!

Serve a few of the simpler recipes when you’ve got folks over to watch the game, or make a bunch of the ritzier ones for a cocktail party. What they all have in common is loads of flavor in a small package—just the thing to get your taste buds going. While I’m on the topic, have you ever wondered how to estimate just how many nibbles a person can put away? Well, if it’s me and those little glazed wieners that Michael makes, you don’t want to know! But seriously— most party planners say that before dinner you should serve around five bite-size nibbles per person; I find this holds true if you do plan on serving a meal. At a grazing type of party where the nibbles are the main event, figure ten to twelve bites per person per hour. Unless you’ve got a bunch of Deens coming over—in that case, double everything!
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Twice-Baked Cheese Straws


One 4-ounce box cheese straws, about 12 straws

3/4 cup (3 ounces) grated Cheddar cheese

Salt and pepper

Don’t you just love cheese straws? I’ve made them myself, which is a heck of a lot of work, and you know what? The ones you can buy are just as delicious. But I hit on the perfect way to make them even better: more cheese, of course! I take store-bought cheese straws, melt cheese all over them, and serve them warm. You know they are goooood!
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PAULA’S TIP: Don’t worry if you open up a box of straws and find they’re broken. Just break all the straws into pieces before you put the cheese over them. Then go ahead and serve them in a bowl.

MAKES ABOUT 12 STRAWS

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Line a baking sheet with greased waxed paper or a nonstick liner.

2. Arrange the straws on the baking sheet. Press the cheese onto the straws; sprinkle them with salt and pepper. Bake the straws for 10 minutes or until the cheese is golden and bub-bling. Serve warm or at room temperature.


[image: images]

Tiny Sausage-Tomato Bites (top) and Sweet Surprise Cheddar-Olive Bites (bottom;).



Tiny Sausage-Tomato Bites


1 pound bulk sausage (hot, sweet, or breakfast sausage), crumbled

3 cups baking mix, such as Bisquick

2 cups (½ pound) grated Cheddar cheese

24 cherry tomatoes, halved

Now these are cute and tiny, and they don’t take much time to make, but that doesn’t mean their flavor won’t knock your socks off. The tomato in the center makes them prettier than the usual sausage ball.

MAKES 48 BITES

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. In a medium bowl, combine the sausage, baking mix, and cheese. Mix very well with your hands or in a food processor, until the meat and cheese are evenly distributed (the mixture will seem dry). Roll and press the mixture into 1-inch balls.

2. Transfer the sausage balls to a baking sheet and flatten each one with the palm of your hand. Make a small indentation in each patty with your thumb and nestle a tomato half, cut side up, in the indentation.

3. Bake until the meat is cooked through, 15 to 25 minutes. Serve hot or warm.


 Sweet Surprise Cheddar-Olive Bites


2 cups (½ pound) grated extra-sharp Cheddar cheese

4 tablespoons (½ stick) butter

1 cup all-purpose flour

¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper

24 pitted large green olives

6 pitted dried dates, quartered lengthwise

Baked Cheddar balls with an olive nestled inside have always been one of my favorite snacks. So my guests—while always delighted—are never surprised to see them show up at a party. This time, though, I thought I’d surprise them by stuffing those olives with a sweet bite of date. Salty, sweet, and crunchy, y’all, these are addictive!
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PAULA’S TIP: These are perfect for parties where you’ve got plenty else to worry about. The olives can be stuffed, wrapped, and refrigerated for up to one day prior to baking.

MAKES 24 BITES

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line two baking sheets with parchment paper.

2. In a food processor, combine the cheese, butter, flour, and cayenne; pulse until a smooth dough forms.

3. Fill each olive with a sliver of date. Mold 1 tablespoon of dough around each olive, covering it completely. Arrange the olives on the prepared baking sheets. Bake until golden, about 15 minutes. Serve warm.


Jamie’s Jalapeño Bottle Caps with Blue Cheese Dip


DIP

½ cup sour cream

¼ cup mayonnaise

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon pepper

½ cup (2 ounces) crumbled blue cheese

¼ cup finely chopped green onions (scallions), white and light green parts

BOTTLE CAPS

Peanut oil, for frying

½ cup Fry Mix

6 tablespoons beer

3 jalapeño peppers (about 3½ ounces), trimmed and sliced crosswise ¼ inch thick, seeded if desired Salt

Once you taste Jamie’s blue cheese dip, you’ll know he’s consumed his fair share of buffalo wings. The cool, creamy dip is just right for putting out a fire in your mouth, and the fried peppers are just hot enough to keep you dipping!
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PAULA’S TIP: Buy fat jalapeños for this recipe so you get nice big slices to fry. If you can take the heat, leave in the seeds; otherwise, cut out those spicy little devils before you batter the peppers.

MAKES ABOUT 24 PIECES

1. To make the dip, combine the sour cream, mayonnaise, salt, and pepper. Fold in the blue cheese and green onions. Cover and refrigerate until ready to use.

2. To make the bottle caps, heat the oil in a deep skillet to 375°F.

3. While the oil heats, combine the fry mix with the beer, stirring until smooth. Toss the jalapeño slices in the batter. Using a slotted wooden spoon or tongs, carefully lower the jalapeño slices into the oil. Fry, turning them often to brown evenly, for about 2 minutes. Drain on a paper towel–lined plate and season with salt. Serve immediately with the dip.


Deep-Fried Pickled Okra with Creamy Chile Dip


DIP

One 8-ounce package cream cheese, softened

2 tablespoons mayonnaise

1½ chipotles from a can of chipotles in adobo sauce

2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lime juice

3/4 teaspoon salt

DEEP-FRIED OKRA

Peanut oil, for frying

1¼ cups Fry Mix (recipe follows)

1 cup beer

One 16-ounce jar pickled okra, drained

If you’ve had fried pickles, then you can guess how extra special this crispy fried pickled okra is, especially with a little of this rich, fiery dip. We always keep a jar of pickled okra in the pantry for snacking, so we can whip this up whenever the fried-food urge strikes, which is pretty much all the time at our place!
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PAULA’S TIP: Make up a batch of Fry Mix to have on hand so you can treat anyone who drops by to some down-home deep-fried nibbles. You can use it for almost anything fried, from green tomatoes to shrimp.

MAKES ABOUT 24 PIECES

1. To make the dip, blend the cream cheese, mayonnaise, chipotles, lime juice, and salt in a food processor until smooth. Cover and refrigerate until needed.

2. To make the deep-fried okra, heat the oil to 375°F in a deep skillet. Combine the Fry Mix with the beer. Add the okra, coating it in the batter. Fry the okra about 4 pieces at a time, turning the pieces frequently, until golden brown, about 2 minutes. Transfer the okra to a paper towel–lined plate to drain. Serve immediately with the dip.


FRY MIX

MAKES 7 CUPS

6 cups self-rising flour (see Note)

1 cup self-rising white cornmeal (see Note)

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon crushed black peppercorns

Whisk together the flour, cornmeal, salt, and pepper. Store in an airtight container in the pantry until needed.

NOTE: To substitute for 6 cups self-rising flour, use 6 cups all-purpose flour plus 3 tablespoons baking powder and 1½ teaspoons salt. To substitute for 1 cup self-rising cornmeal, use ¾ cup plus 3 tablespoons white cornmeal, 1 tablespoon baking powder, and ½ teaspoon salt.
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PAULA’S TIP: To deep-fry evenly, it’s important to keep turning the food you’re frying; otherwise, you won’t get an even browning. They may not be traditional in the South, but wooden chopsticks work great for this.


Bubba’s Spicy Corn and Crab Puffs


3/4 cup buttermilk

2 eggs

One 8½-ounce box corn muffin mix

1 pound lump or backfin crabmeat, well drained and picked clean of shells

1 cup frozen corn kernels, thawed and drained

5 green onions (scallions), white and light green parts, trimmed and chopped

2½ teaspoons Paula Deen Hot Sauce or other hot sauce, plus more to taste

1 teaspoon salt, plus more to taste

¼ teaspoon pepper, plus more to taste

Peanut or vegetable oil, for frying

A meal at Uncle Bubba’s Oyster House is a close second to cracking crabs over at Bubba’s house, but if you can’t get to either place, you’ll love my little brother’s corny crab puffs. In fact, since the crabmeat is already out of the shell and you can just pop these in your mouth, I sometimes prefer them to a crab boil. There are times I’m just not in the mood to have to work at eating my dinner!
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BUBBA SAYS: Here in Savannah we’ve got crabs all in the creeks. I like to put out a crab trap and catch my own fresh blue crabs, then invite folks over on a Sunday afternoon. We have some cold beers and then figure out what we’re going to do with all the crabs I caught. Well, this is one of the ways I like to eat them. Go ahead and try to eat just one; I swear you won’t be able to stop.

MAKES ABOUT 42 PUFFS

1. In a medium bowl, whisk together the buttermilk and eggs. Stir in the corn muffin mix. Fold in the crab, corn kernels, green onions, and hot sauce. Add the salt and pepper.

2. Heat the oil in a deep skillet to 330°F.

3. Using two spoons, carefully drop heaping tablespoons of the crab mixture into the oil and fry for 2 to 3 minutes, turning often for an even golden-brown color and crispness. Transfer to a paper towel–lined plate to drain. Season with additional hot sauce, salt, and pepper, if desired. Serve immediately.


Candied Bourbon-Bacon Bites


3/4 pound sliced bacon

2 tablespoons bourbon

½ cup packed light brown sugar

The name says it all, y’all. These things are so good, and so easy to make, they are about enough to get any party started.

MAKES ABOUT 36 BITES

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a rimmed baking sheet with foil and place a wire rack on top.

2. Arrange the bacon strips close together in a single layer on the rack. Brush the strips generously with the bourbon. Sprinkle the brown sugar over the top.

3. Bake until crisp and dark golden brown, 20 to 25 minutes. Transfer the bacon strips to a wire rack set over a rimmed baking sheet or to a paper towel–lined plate to cool slightly. Break each strip into thirds and serve warm or at room temperature.


Aunt Trina’s Shrimp Boulettes


1 pound large shrimp, peeled and deveined

1 large russet potato, peeled and very finely chopped

1 medium yellow onion, very finely chopped

4 green onions (scallions), white and light green parts, trimmed and chopped

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1 egg, lightly beaten

1 teaspoon salt, plus more to taste

½ teaspoon pepper

Peanut oil, for frying

My Aunt Trina is a wonderful cook, and now that she makes her home in Louisiana, she has gotten into all that fabulous Cajun and Creole cooking. This is a recipe that one of her neighbors shared with her.
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