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Sarah Flower, a leading nutritionist and author of many cookery books, is passionate about healthy eating and is a keen advocate of the sugar-free and low-carb way of eating. She has trained with The Real Meal Revolution, originally established by Professor Tim Noakes and Jonno Proudfoot, both of whom advise a Banting/ LCHF (low-carbohydrate, high-fat) diet and is now herself a Banting coach in the UK. Sarah writes for a number of publications, including the Daily Mail, Top Santé magazine and Healthista. She appears regularly on BBC Radio Devon.
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This is my sixth slow cooker book, which, if nothing else, does prove how obsessed I am with these wonderful gadgets. It has been a fascinating few months trying new recipes with budgets in mind. No matter what your budget, it is reassuring to know that we can still make delicious, comforting and affordable home-cooked meals with ease.


My very first book, published in 2009, was a money-saving lifestyle book. At the time I had a column with My Weekly on money saving, so the book seemed a good fit. This was followed shortly after by my first cookery book, Eat Well Spend Less, where I demonstrated how you could have a healthy diet on a budget. Since then, I have gone on to publish a further twenty books. This book is not a nutritional bible. It contains pure, honest home-cooked food for those on a budget; however, it is important to note that those who cook from scratch are generally healthier than those who buy takeaways or eat processed foods regardless of the fat, carbohydrate and protein content. Real food cooked from scratch is the first and the most important step towards good health. I am a very simple family cook and I use everyday ingredients such as fresh vegetables, meat, herbs, spices and store-cupboard finds such as tinned tomatoes, beans and other pulses. If you check out my store-cupboard chapter, you will find a list of the ingredients used in this book, including the herbs and spices used in many of the recipes. At the beginning of each chapter, you will find a short introduction where I discuss top tips on the chapter that follows. It is important to read these because they include information on how to use the slow cooker or give you ingredients tips such as how to find the right cuts of meat.


If you are new to the slow cooker, or you haven’t used one for a while, I do urge you to read my chapter ‘How to use your slow cooker’ (page 1). They are wonderful machines, but there are some rules to follow to ensure the perfect cook. Please note, all the timings and recommendations in this book are based on a new slow cooker – either my Crockpot Multi Cooker or my Ninja Pro. If you have an older cooker or a different model, you might want to check the temperatures, as these can vary from one machine to another. Older slow cookers can have hot spots where, when on high, things can catch. If this describes your machine, opt for the low setting rather than high, and this can avoid potential disasters.


I hope you enjoy this book. I always welcome emails from readers and any feedback on how you get on with my recommendations and recipes. You can also follow me on Twitter and Instagram @MsSarahFlower. I hope you will recommend this book to others.


Happy cooking,


Sarah xx
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How to use your slow cooker



Whether you are a slow cooker newbie or a seasoned pro, I would urge you to read this chapter in order to familiarise yourself with the machine and how to use it. Slow cookers are very popular for a good reason, but, depending on your machine, they can vary in style, use, temperature and cooking times, so please remember that my timings are a guide. The important factor is to get to know your machine and adapt the timings to suit.



THE BENEFITS OF SLOW COOKERS



I love slow cookers: they are not only brilliant for busy people, as they cook on a low heat, but they also maintain the nutrient value of the food. This way of cooking is also a great tool for saving money, as you can use cheaper cuts of meat that might be tougher when cooked by traditional means, but when slow cooked they produce the most delicious, tender meat. These types of meats are also much more nutrient dense, often containing more collagen, which is great for overall health, including gut health. I make my own bone stock (see page 34) in the slow cooker and it is packed with nutrients and flavour.


WHAT TO BUY?


You can buy slow cookers for as little as £15, and we are now seeing increasing popularity for multicookers, of which I am a huge fan. A multicooker is a great tool with multiple functions, hence the name. It can be used as a slow cooker, or to sauté, bake or roast, and some also have pressure cooker and even air-fryer modes.


When purchasing a slow cooker or multicooker, it is important to consider how it is going to be used. Think about the size of the machine. Some look quite big but the actual size of the crockpot might not be as big as you need. If you are cooking for a large family or you like to plan ahead and freeze food, you might be better off spending more money and investing in a larger machine. Go to an electrical store where you can actually view the machines – even if you don’t buy from them – as it will give you an idea of the machines on sale and what your requirements are.


I would also strongly recommend that you buy the best you can afford. The following are the functions I absolutely love:


Multi-function As stated above, these machines are great because they combine various functions in one. The best part for me is being able to switch from sauté to slow cooker all in one machine, which is great when you want to sauté or brown off meat prior to slow cooking. This saves time and washing up (which is a win-win for me).


Timers/digital display The digital setting is great because it switches from the high or low heats to the ‘keep warm’ function once it has reached its set time, so you need not fear overcooking if you are late home. I feel this is absolutely vital for ensuring that your food does not spoil.


Auto Some machines have an auto button. With this function it will start off on high heat and, once the temperature has been reached, it will switch down to low. Again, this is perfect if you are out of the house, as you don’t have to watch over the slow cooker.


KNOW YOUR OWN MACHINE


This is really important! Every machine is different. If you are about to purchase a machine, I would recommend buying one with a timing/digital switch as detailed above, so that it can turn itself to the warm mode once the time is reached – this saves any possible disasters with overcooking. Most have a high and low setting. If you have an old machine, check that it cooks evenly and at the expected temperature. Some can get much hotter, which can result in burning on the base or around the edges when left on high for long periods. If you are worried, use it only on low. The temperature should not create a boil – it should be a low, slow cook and not a fast, boiling cook.



MULTICOOKERS



I am a massive fan of the slow cooker and I thought I knew all there is to know about these machines. That was until I discovered the multicooker. As I’ve already mentioned, it has slow cooker, sauté, bake and roast functions, and some multicookers also have pressure-cooker and even air-fryer modes. Unlike most slow cookers that have lids you can see through, some multicookers have solid, pressured lids, and this means that you have no view of the food inside. Although this isn’t a big problem, it does mean that you have to break the seal if you need to look at the food inside thereby reducing the heat slightly. I have also noticed when reviewing machines that some multicookers’ slow-cooker functions – such as slow-cooker settings, timings and temperatures – can vary compared to standard slow cookers. Get to know your machine, as you might have to adjust the temperature or timings to suit each recipe. I love the Crock-Pot Multicooker as a simple multicooker with sauté, bake and roast functions, but my absolute favourite is the Ninja Foodi because it combines all the functions, including an air-fryer.


TO SAUTÉ OR NOT TO SAUTÉ?


Recipes often tell you to sauté the onions or brown the meat. When you brown the meat, the colour is more appealing, and it also helps to seal the meat and stops it bleeding or breaking down into the sauce. It can also increase the flavour slightly.


If you are slow cooking a whole chicken, for example, remember that this will not brown, so it might look a bit unappealing. Sautéing the chicken also stops it from flaking into the dish. Sausages are another example: I always cook (or bake) mine until they are almost cooked and golden before adding them to the slow cooker later in the dish, or if I am making a sausage casserole, I will brown them before adding. They will cook fine in the slow cooker without this, but they won’t look as appetising and might not hold their shape.


All multicookers offer a sauté option and you might also find that your slow cooker has a sauté facility; others come with hob-proof dishes, allowing you to transfer from one source to the other. You will need to refer to the manufacturer’s instructions for more information. Each recipe in this book will detail both techniques, allowing you to choose which you prefer.


COOKING TECHNIQUES


All slow cookers will come with full manufacturer’s instructions, recipe suggestions and even a useful helpline if you get stuck. I strongly advise you to read these booklets before using your machine. Here are some reminders:


* Some cookers need to be preheated, which can take up to 15 minutes; others heat up fast, so you might not need to do this (refer to the manufacturer’s recommendations).


* The recipes will occasionally have the option of cooking on high or low, depending on how quickly you need the meal. If you are not confident with your slow cooker or suspect its temperature is hotter than it should be, always cook on low.


* As a general rule of thumb, 1 hour in a conventional oven equates to 2–3 hours on high in a slow cooker, or 6 hours on low heat.


* Some slow cookers have an auto setting: this basically means that it heats up on high quickly, then, when it reaches temperature, it reverts to low for the remainder of the cooking time. This helps food (this is especially important with meat) to reach a safe temperature quickly.


* Some machines have a warm setting, which is useful if the food has reached its maximum cooking time and you are just wanting to keep it warm; however, the low setting is all that is really needed, and food can cook for 10 hours without starting to spoil.


* You might need to adjust the liquid content of your dish depending on your personal taste as well as the temperature of your slow cooker. The slow cooker does not evaporate liquid as much as other cooking methods, so you might need to thicken soups or casseroles cooked in it. Adding more water or stock is simple and can be done at any stage. If you find that your slow cooker does evaporate liquid, it might be overheating, so check the temperature and cook on low if you are concerned.


* If you have added too much liquid or the meal has become too watery (sometimes this can be due to the water content of the meat or vegetables), you can thicken it using cornflour. Simply mix a teaspoon or so of cornflour with some cold water to form a paste and add it to the liquid. It should thicken as it heats through. You can also remove the lid a little prior to serving, switch it to high and let the liquid reduce naturally.


* The key point to remember about slow cooking is that once you start cooking you shouldn’t keep removing the lid until you are almost ready to serve. When you do this it reduces the temperature and it then takes a while for the slow cooker to return to the required heat because of the low temperature of this cooking method. The outer edge of the lid forms a seal – sometimes this might spit or bubble out, but this is quite normal. Only remove the lid when absolutely necessary – ideally just when it finishes cooking or, if necessary, in the last 30 minutes of cooking to add key ingredients. If you are the sort of person who likes to keep an eye on things, opt for a slow cooker with a glass lid (although this is not foolproof as they do get steamed up).


* Always defrost any frozen ingredients thoroughly before placing them in the slow cooker, especially meat. The slow cooker is designed to cook safely at low temperatures; however, if your cooker does not maintain the required heat, it could increase the risk of food poisoning caused by the spread of bacteria.


* Following on from the above point, if you are planning on storing the meal once cooked in the slow cooker, ensure that it has cooled completely before placing it in your containers and popping them into the fridge or freezer.


* When adding liquids such as stock or water, to maintain the temperature it is better to use warm liquids (not boiling) rather than cold.


SLOW COOKER PREP


Some people like to get well ahead of the game by preparing several meals and storing them in the fridge or freezer. Advance food prep can also work well with the slow cooker. Simply bag up your solid ingredients, then label, date and freeze or refrigerate them until needed. If frozen, you must defrost them before adding them to the slow cooker along with the required stock.


SLOW COOKER LINERS


These are quite a new invention but they can be useful, not just in saving washing up but they can also help to prevent food sticking to the inside of the slow cooker, so they are great when cooking items such as my toad-in-the-hole, savoury bacon and cheese bread pudding, cakes or cheesecakes. You can buy these from supermarkets, homeware stores and online.


VEGETABLES


Some vegetables, especially root vegetables, can take much longer to cook than meat. You can speed up the process by sautéing the vegetables prior to adding them to the dish, or simply chopping them into smaller chunks. Always place in the slow cooker first to ensure that they are cooked well, making sure the vegetables are thoroughly immersed in the stock, ideally on the base, as this is the hottest area.


Frozen foods such as peas, sweetcorn, spinach, mushrooms, prawns and other quick-cook foods should be added only in the last 30 minutes of cooking time.


DAIRY


Be careful when adding dairy or creamed products to the slow cooker. This should be done in the last hour or so of cooking to avoid them curdling.


FISH AND SEAFOOD


Fish tends to prefer a fast cook rather than a long cook (with the exception of squid or octopus), so it is not best suited to the slow cooker. The same applies to shellfish. If you are cooking with fish or shellfish, it might be best to add it towards the end of the cook.


CAKES AND PUDDINGS


I have made lots of cakes in the slow cooker and these have been really tasty, although sometimes they can have a different texture from oven-baked cakes. I think it is more a personal taste. I have cooked slow cooker cakes by placing batter into the slow cooker or, if you have enough space, inserting a cake dish inside the slow cooker. Or you can use two or three cake liners (this helps to hold the shape more than one) in the slow cooker. You can also use slow cooker liners and cook the cake directly in the base, but be careful if your slow cooker is old or tends to catch in areas. As a precaution, always cook on low. You can also use individual ramekin dishes; if this is the case, you will need to reduce the cooking time by half.


The slow cooker can sometimes get quite wet inside because of the condensation and steam produced during the cook. It is simple to prevent this by putting a tea towel over the top of the open slow cooker before adding the lid. Full details will be given with each recipe and on page 204.


When cooking some desserts, you can add water to the base to create a bain-marie (a water bath), which works well with some sponge puddings or cheesecakes.


PUDDING BASINS


See page 204 for instructions of how to get a pudding basin in and out of the slow cooker easily.


HERBS AND SPICES


The slow cooker is designed for long, low-heat cooking. Fresh herbs would lose their flavour, so it is always best to use dried herbs or, if you like to use fresh, add them in the last 1 hour–30 minutes of cooking time. I like to use spices in some recipes, especially chilli. Fresh chilli is fine to use, but remember that a long, slow cook for chilli can increase the intensity of the chilli, so you might want to adjust to taste.


PASTA


Most slow cooker recipes using pasta will ask you to add this, already cooked, towards the end of the cooking time. This is because pasta is quite delicate and can break down if you cook it for long periods. The exception is my macaroni cheese, found on page 163, which is a shorter cook where you can throw it all in at once.










How to feed your family for less



It does not matter if you are aiming to save money or live a healthy lifestyle, or both: you will still need to learn to be a savvy shopper. Most people walk around supermarkets in a trance-like state, picking up items from habit rather than need or desire. As a nutritionist, I often hear people state that healthy food is more expensive, but really that is not always true. Healthy food is real food. Cooking from scratch can save you pounds, but it can also dramatically improve your health. The slow cooker is a great tool, because it helps you to create healthy meals from scratch with the minimum of fuss. You can also double up recipes to create your own convenient ready meals.


BE PREPARED


Always, always, always make a list before shopping, planning your meals before you set off. This will help keep you focused and less likely to buy unwanted or doubled-up items. I cannot emphasise this enough. You can save pounds every week by being organised and following your list. If you only take one thing from this book, please let it be the power of list making! If all that seems like hard work, you can shop online. The beauty of this is that those magic gremlins actually store your information, so when you place your next order, you will be able to check on your favourites; you will have an automatic list, plus you are less likely to overspend online as you are not being tempted by foods you don’t want or need.


BUY WITH YOUR HEAD, NOT YOUR STOMACH


Never go grocery shopping when you are hungry. It is a sure-fire way to spend more money. You will get to the checkout and discover your trolley is heaving with crisps, chocolate and biscuits.


BOGOF DEALS


‘Buy one get one free’ can seem like a great deal, but only if you were intending to buy the product in the first place. Sadly, most of these amazing offers are for the unhealthiest foods, so proceed with caution. Before you buy, remember to compare the price.


You might find that you are paying more than double when compared to other brands. Don’t be fooled into thinking that the manufacturers or supermarkets are offering a free item out of the goodness of their hearts. It is purely a marketing tool to lure us into buying products we might not normally buy, or to help launch a new range. The golden rule is: only buy if it saves you money, it is something you need and something you will use.


If the item is something you use on a weekly basis, it is worth looking at. Fresh items will not last long, but you might be able to freeze them. Consider carefully how this will fit into your weekly or monthly menu plans before buying.


DITCH THE BRANDS


Moving away from the brands doesn’t always mean jumping from a premium brand straight to a no-frills product; you can look at the middle-of-the-range products on the shelf. I have noticed no difference in quality for a number of value items – such as dried pasta, flour, butter and even some biscuits. It is all down to personal taste. Also, think about supermarkets such as Aldi or Lidl, that have some amazing own brands that are almost identical to a leading brand. For fresh fruit and veg, I really like wonky veg – who cares if a carrot is slightly wonky?


WASTE NOT, WANT NOT


Families do waste a lot of food. According to a study by Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP) in January 2020, UK households waste 4.5m tonnes of food a year that could have been eaten, worth £14bn. This amounts to £700 for an average family with children. That is a huge amount of money just thrown into the bin. We either waste because we have cooked too much or we waste because we have let the food go off. Some people throw things out because they are scared of use-by/best-before dates. We have forgotten to look at the food, not just the date! Keeping track of what is in your fridge is key. Anything nearing a use-by date needs to be either used or, if it can be, frozen. The best-before date is just a guide, so use your judgement. Apples are a case in point here. Traditionally, apples would have been picked in the early autumn and stored in a cool place to last the rest of the year. I buy apples and store them in my fridge. They can be perfect for a few months past their best-before date stored this way.


BE STORE-CUPBOARD SAVVY


Try to keep your store-cupboard stocked with a variety of canned, dried and frozen goods that you know your family love to eat. Tinned beans and tomatoes, frozen vegetables, meat and fish, pasta, noodles, rice and grains are all everyday essentials with a long shelf life – meaning that you will always have the ingredients standing by to pull together a delicious meal or to jazz up your leftovers.


PLAN AHEAD AND STORE WELL TO AVOID WASTE
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