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Notes


• Both British (Metric) and American (Imperial oz. plus US cup) measurements are included in these recipes for your convenience. Work with one set of measurements only and do not alternate between the two within a recipe.


• All spoon measurements are level unless otherwise specified: 1 tsp = 5 ml, 1 tbsp = 15 ml.


• Read your pressure cooker manual before you begin cooking and always use according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Be aware that pressure cookers may vary slightly from manufacturer to manufacturer, and always check the recipe with your model’s directions for a recipe which uses the same or similar ingredients.
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Cooking Under Pressure


Mention the words ‘pressure cooker’ and most people think of large, antiquated aluminium vessels and ceiling-splattering explosions. However, pressure cookers have come a long way since those days.


The first time I saw a pressure cooker, I was living in France as an exchange student. I stayed with several different families and each one approached cooking differently but they all used pressure cookers. I was curious and keen to learn about cooking, but as much as I liked spending time in the kitchen watching my French host family while they cooked, I was afraid of watching them use the pressure cooker. It was an unfamiliar sight and I found the hissing noises and steam quite frightening. I was always very keen to leave the kitchen when the pressure cooker came out.


It has taken me 30 years to overcome my fear and tackle pressure cooking, but I was determined to try and I am very pleased I did. Pressure cookers are remarkable cooking utensils and my one regret is that it has taken me so long to come round to using them.
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Pressure cookers have evolved over time and today they are nothing like the steaming, hissing pots I remember from French kitchens past, though many of my fears were unfounded.


My family never had a pressure cooker when I was a child because I grew up in a warm climate and much of our home cooking was done on the outdoor gas barbecue. With this background, I was not an expert, or even a fan of pressure cooking when I started using one.


As a food writer, I am increasingly aware that while many people enjoy cooking, lack of time is often a problem. I thought it seemed important to find a way to lure time-pressured cooking enthusiasts back into the kitchen and the pressure cooker turned out to be the solution I was looking for.


At the cookery school where I work, we began using pressure cookers because they offer a way to speed up time-consuming tasks such as stewing meat and cooking with dried pulses, because it is often difficult to fit everything into a single class.


As I became accustomed to using pressure cookers for my work, I thought of ways to use them in my home kitchen and the idea of writing a collection of recipes specifically for the pressure cooker was born.


Pressure cookers save time, and we can all do with more of that. A pressure cooker is perhaps the most effective time-saving kitchen utensil you will ever own. It also offers a healthy way to prepare foods by retaining more nutrients thanks to shorter cooking times and it saves energy because the foods cook so quickly. There is no longer any excuse for not using one, and if I can manage it, anyone can.


A POTTED HISTORY


Domestic pressure cookers came into being as a time-saving device based on professional models, but they went out of fashion when demand could not keep up with supply and less reliable cookers came into the market. In North America, the decline came in the 1950s when the market was flooded with poorly produced pressure cookers which resulted in many kitchen disasters. Eventually, many home cooks fell out of love with pressure cookers due to their lack of reliability.


Deemed untrustworthy, pressure cookers were relegated to the backs of kitchen cupboards and other time saving devices and culinary equipment became more fashionable. Speed, however, was still of prime importance and frozen convenience foods and microwaves stepped into the place of the forgotten pressure cooker.


The new generation of pressure cookers are very easy to use and have much more effective safety features. While they have gone out of fashion in North American and some European kitchens, they have long been used in many other places, especially India and North Africa, where their fuel-efficiency and time-saving qualities are highly prized. They are also well suited to the traditional cuisines of these areas as pressure cookers work well for simmering stews and soups containing inexpensive cuts of meat or dried pulses.


In spite of the time-saving advantages, pressure cooking is not a good way to cook everything. A pressure cooker cooks some foods very well, and many things badly so it is important to understand which foods work best to make the most of your pressure cooker.


Pressure cookers are particularly good for tenderizing ingredients, such as dried pulses and cheaper, tough cuts of meat. They are also very good for even steam cooking, as they have the same effect as a bain marie (water bath), only with much shorter cooking times. Delicate ingredients which require a gentle touch or cook quickly, such as asparagus, are best kept far from a pressure cooker as the intense heat and high pressure can often do a lot more harm than good.
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HOW PRESSURE COOKERS COOK


Understanding how a pressure cooker works is the key to understanding what types of food will cook well. Pressure cookers are sealed environments. The food cooks as a result of being trapped inside a heated vessel in which steam circulates under pressure. Steam is vital to the process, so any recipe which does not contain liquid already (such as a stew) must have water added (as when steaming vegetables). It is, essentially, a very sophisticated form of steaming. Pressure-cooked foods have all the attributes of steamed food: they are tenderized, moist and more nutritionally sound.


Pressure-cooked foods therefore will not be browned and crispy. If this effect is desired, for example when cooking meat, it must be done before the pressure cooking commences. In most of my recipes, this step has been added, which does slightly increase the time required. For some recipes, it is a necessity that merits a few more minutes at the stove, in my opinion.


The modern palate has become accustomed to intensely flavoured foods. In soups, stews and other dishes made with a pressure cooker, this intensity is generally derived from reducing the cooking liquid, uncovered, over low heat for a long time. This cannot be done under pressure as the liquid stays inside the cooker so no reduction can take place. However, reductions can be done on the stovetop after the cooking is complete, to intensify or thicken any sauces.


When I first started using a pressure cooker, I found many of the recipes bland and watery until I learned how to adjust for this occurrence by seasoning differently. Learning to season pressure-cooked foods is also a skill which takes practice and the best way to master this is to pay attention to the small print. Using lots of fresh herbs to complement your ingredients will help intensify the flavours of pressure cooked recipes. When it says taste and adjust the seasoning at the end of the recipe, it really is necessary if you want to get the most out of your pressure cooker. Adding salt at the end of the cooking time, for example, is vital when using a pressure cooker


Other ways to adjust recipes include adding soy sauce, Worcestershire sauce, or any other intensely flavoured aromatic ingredient which is compatible with the dish, after the pressure has been released. If time is not an issue, liquids or sauces can be reduced after pressure cooking by simply simmering on the stove in the traditional way. Even 5 minutes of additional stovetop cooking will intensify the flavours and sauces can also be thickened by adding a little flour to the reduction.
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COOKING VEGETABLES AND PULSES IN A PRESSURE COOKER






	Ingredient (all roughly 4 serving sizes)

	Approximate Cooking Times






	Beetroot/beets, whole

	10–20 minutes






	Broccoli, stalks and stems

	2–4 minutes






	Cannellini beans (unsoaked)

	30–40 minutes






	Carrots

	3–5 minutes






	Cauliflower, large florets

	2–3 minutes






	Kidney beans (unsoaked)

	30–40 minutes






	Leeks, whole

	2–4 minutes






	Pinto beans (unsoaked)

	30–40 minutes






	Potatoes, small whole or large quartered

	4–7 minutes
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EQUIPMENT AND TECHNIQUES


There are a few kitchen items which will help you get the most from your pressure cooker


Kitchen timer


This is absolutely vital when pressure cooking. A good digital timer, with a clear display and loud alarm will ensure timing is accurate.


Heat diffuser


This is a metal trivet-like device which sits over the heat source and under the cooker and helps regulate the temperature. This can be helpful for rice or grain dishes where liquid is absorbed during cooking to prevent scorching.


Springform cake pan


Depending upon the internal diameter of your cooker, you may need a smaller than average pan to prepare some of the recipes in this book. It must be large enough to allow extra room for inserting and removing the pan.


Heatproof bowl


A ceramic soufflé dish is best here, one with straight sides and, again, it needs to fit the internal diameter of your pressure cooker, with just enough extra room to allow for inserting and removing the dish. Using foil to create a handle to allow you to raise and lower the dish (see photographs left) is a useful technique.


Releasing the pressure


This is what I first found most frightening about pressure cookers, but it is very straightforward. There are two ways to do this: cooling down naturally and the quick-cool method. It is important to read manufacturer guidelines for individual models to best understand how to do this for your own pressure cooker.


Natural cool down


To cool down naturally, turn off the heat and leave the lid locked in place until the pressure valve indicates it is safe to release the lid.


Quick cool method


The quick-cool method involves placing part of the pressure cooker under cold running water to speed up the cooling process. Some cookers have a button or lever which will do the same thing as the cold water. Follow the manufacturer’s advice on how to achieve this for your particular brand of cooker and never open the cooker until you’re sure that it is safe.
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