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INTRODUCTION


The arrival of the combination cooker in our kitchens means that all those irritating limitations of microwave cooking, like the lack of crisp golden-brown crusts on cakes, pies, roasts and many more dishes, are a thing of the past. Now we have the perfect answer – the appliance which combines all the advantages of microwave cooking (speed, ease of use and compactness) with hot air and/or a grill to produce the crisp and browned appearance that we expect. In addition, the ability to switch from one method – defrosting, microwaving, roasting, baking or grilling – to another, sometimes without even having to remove the food from the oven, makes the combination cooker the most useful appliance in your kitchen.


The combination cooker will give you the result every cook aims for – perfectly cooked, appetising food with the minimum of fuss and time. For today’s cooks, with so many demands on their time, this must surely be the one appliance they can’t afford to be without.


We are both working wives and mothers, juggling the myriad activities that we and our families are involved in, yet with a keen interest in food and in eating healthily and well. By using all the capabilities of our combination cookers, we are able to produce attractive and delicious meals in a fraction of the conventional cooking time – whether we are just cooking for two or for the whole family. An added bonus is the ease with which combination cookers can be kept clean – no bending or kneeling down to reach inside them!


This book explores combination cooking to the full – for those of you with a combination cooker that has a fan-assisted hot air system and for those of you who use a microwave with built-in grill. For cooking with microwaves only, the companion books to this publication – Microwave Cooking Properly Explained, and Microwave Cooking Times at a Glance! – contain cooking techniques, recipes and time charts.


Like us, you will, in time, wonder how you ever managed without a combination cooker. First though, we do suggest that you spend a little time reading our notes on what cookware we use and how we have developed the recipes. We want you to have successful results from the very first recipe you try. Lastly, since we hate cleaning cookers as much as anyone, we also recommend that you read our suggestions on taking care of your combination cooker, with the aim of it never getting very dirty to start with!


We hope you enjoy both cooking and eating these recipes!


Annette Yates and Caroline Young
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THE COMBINATION COOKER



WHAT IS A COMBINATION COOKER?


Knowing just what a combination cooker is, and how it works, makes it easier to use. Incidentally, we choose to use the word ‘cooker’ and not ‘oven’ because we feel its capabilities are far greater than those of an ‘oven’.


A combination cooker combines microwave energy with hot air, or with radiant heat from a grill, to cook and brown food simultaneously. It can, of course, be used to cook food with microwaves only. Most models can also be used to cook with hot air only (as in conventional ovens) or with grill only. Let’s look at each cooking method individually.


MICROWAVE


Microwaves actually penetrate the food, attracted by its moisture, fat and sugar content. The molecules in the food agitate rapidly, causing friction, and it is the heat from this friction that cooks the food. As it is a very quick and moist form of cooking, the outer layers of the food are not browned or crisped.


Cooking by microwave only is ideal for fish, sauces, fruit and vegetables (both fresh and frozen), pasta, rice, grains and pulses, sauces, soups, steamed puddings and preserves. It is also very useful for all those fiddly jobs you would otherwise do on the hob – melting chocolate or butter, blanching vegetables or liquefying ingredients like honey or jam.


Microwave energy alone is also used on the defrost program on your model.



CONVECTION


This is the traditional method of cooking food by hot air which may or may not (depending on your model) be circulated by a fan. Other models use the radiant heat from the grill element to heat the oven cavity. The compact size makes it very cost-efficient for cooking small amounts by convection only.


Small and individual food items such as biscuits, scones, rolls and small cakes should be cooked on convection only. They are so small that, if they were cooked on combination, the microwaves would overcook them before they had a chance to brown. Very rich fruit cakes are also best cooked on convection only.


GRILLING


Grills operate with the door closed and the turntable (if fitted) rotating to give even browning. They can be preheated before use.


We recommend grilling thin chops, hamburgers, bacon and gammon rashers, thin fish portions, sandwiches and ‘things on toast’ such as Welsh Rarebit.


COMBINATION – MICROWAVES WITH HOT AIR


This cooking method combines the use of microwaves (reducing the cooking time by around 50 per cent) with hot air (browning and crisping the surface of the food) to give dishes the traditional appearance, texture and taste that we expect. Some combination cookers use an element behind the back wall of the oven cavity to heat the air. A fan may also be fitted to circulate the air evenly. Other models use the radiant element of the built-in grill to heat the air. With some foods, the end result can be even better than with conventional cooking. Cakes will rise beautifully, with an excellent texture. Roast meats and poultry are crisp and golden brown, yet remain moist and succulent as a result of the reduced cooking time. For the same reason, meat shrinkage is also reduced.


Combination cooking is very successful for cakes and sponges, casseroles and ‘au gratin’ dishes, pies and flans, desserts such as crumbles, roast vegetables, scone rounds, breads, roast meats and poultry.


MICROWAVE + GRILL


This cooking mode combines the radiant heat from the grill with microwave energy. The heat from the grill heats the air in the oven cavity as well as giving concentrated radiant heat to the top of the food. The grill operates with the door closed and the turntable (if fitted) rotates to give even browning. The grill can be preheated before use.


This method is excellent for cooking dishes which need gentle heating throughout and a golden brown top (such as potato-topped dishes and baked pasta like lasagne). It’s also good for thick portions of fish, meat or poultry, possibly coated with breadcrumbs, which grill to a crisp finish while a low microwave power level shortens the cooking time to keep the meat or fish moist and tender.


PRE-SET PROGRAMS


Models vary in their number and type of pre-set programs. Most will include special programs for jacket potatoes, roast meats and poultry, re-heating convenience foods and for defrosting. The manufacturers’ handbooks give specific instructions for each individual model so you will not find them in this book.






COOKWARE


Like most cooks, the amount of storage space we have in our kitchens is at a premium, so we have slimmed down the amount and type of cookware we use to the minimum. Each cooking mode on the combination cooker has different requirements from the cookware used. Here is a brief run-down.


MICROWAVE cookware must allow the microwave energy to pass easily through it and into the food. This obviously rules out anything metal (which reflects microwaves) and any dish decorated with gold, silver or any other metallic paint. The microwaves will cause the metal in the decoration to spark and blacken (called arcing), certainly spoiling the dish and possibly damaging the cooker too. Thick pottery often absorbs some of the microwave energy, becoming very hot and slowing down the cooking. Unglazed pottery absorbs water during washing which, in the microwave, may expand into steam and crack the dish. Do not use fine glass, polystyrene, plastic dairy containers (they will melt), recycled paper products (they may contain minute metal particles) or dishes repaired with glue (it will also melt).


CONVECTION cookware can be any conventional oven-proof items including metal cake tins and baking sheets (but remember, if your cooker has a turntable, it has to be able to turn).


GRILL cookware should be flameproof and may include metal (again, if your cooker has a turntable, make sure it can rotate easily).


COMBINATION cookware has to allow microwave energy to pass through it for maximum efficiency yet be able to withstand high temperatures. We like the versatility of ovenproof glass which enables you to switch from one cooking method to another using the same dish.


We have a very basic collection of various sizes of oven-proof glass and ceramic glass casseroles (with lids), soufflé dishes, bowls, jugs and deep, straight-sided flan dishes. The soufflé dishes are 18 cm/7 inches and 23 cm/9 inches in diameter and the flan dishes are 20 cm/8 inches and 23 cm/9 inches in diameter and 5 cm/2 inches deep. Casseroles with lids are particularly useful – if the lid needs to be vented (to allow the steam to escape and prevent boiling over) we just slip a wooden cocktail stick between the lid and the rim of the dish. Wide rims or handles make for easy lifting. We also use several shallow ceramic gratin dishes, both individual and family-sizes. These usually have no lids so, when a cover is needed, we slip them inside a microwave bag or (for combination cooking) a roasting bag.


In addition to microwave and roasting bags (available in various sizes), other disposables we find useful are heavy-duty food (freezer) bags for microwave use only (not the thin polythene variety), microwave paper wrap and non-stick baking paper (the last two are very useful for lining the bases of cake dishes).


For the best results, we recommend you use the standard set of measuring spoons (¼ tsp, ½ tsp, 1 tsp and 1 tbsp). They are inexpensive and available from cookware shops or supermarkets. We also find a wire balloon whisk very useful for making super-smooth sauces.


When a dish size isn’t specified, always choose a container slightly larger than you would use for conventional cooking, to prevent the food boiling over. This is especially important when cooking rice or pasta and foods with a high liquid content, such as soups, and fruit cooked in syrup.


Some manufacturers suggest in their cookbooks that you can use metal baking dishes when cooking on combination. If you have such a model and wish to use a metal dish please remember that all our cooking times are developed using ovenproof glass dishes which allow the microwaves to enter the food from all angles to shorten the cooking time. With metal dishes you will need to increase the cooking time and the final texture and appearance of the dish may be affected.


Remember, all cookware used for combination, convection and grilling will get very hot – always have some oven gloves handy.






TAKING CARE OF A COMBINATION COOKER


Keeping a combination cooker clean does take a little more effort than a microwave. The oven lining gets very hot so food can burn on, but it is still a lot easier than cleaning a conventional cooker – if only because it is at counter top height!


The most useful tip we can give you is not to let the oven cavity get a build-up of grease and food spills. When possible, we cover the food, at least for the first part of the cooking time. This generally gives better results and also minimises splattering on the oven lining (which usually occurs during the first part of the cooking, before moisture has evaporated and before the food has begun to form an outer cooked crust). Use a vented lid (an easy way is to tuck a wooden cocktail stick between the lid and the rim of the dish) or make a couple of small cuts in a microwave or roasting bag – this will allow the steam to escape and prevent any boiling over. We use roasting bags for cooking joints of meat or whole poultry, using a size which is large enough to enclose a roasting rack too.


However, some spills or splattering are inevitable and the answer is always to wipe them up immediately – certainly before using the cooker again. This avoids any build-up of food which, when the cooker is next used, would harden and make it more difficult to remove. Wipe the oven lining with hot soapy water, then rinse and dry it thoroughly. To loosen any stubborn food, bring a bowl of water to the boil on microwave mode. Adding some lemon slices to the water, before heating it, will help to dispel any lingering stale smells. The resulting steam and condensation will soften the food and make it easier to remove. If that fails, use a little smooth cream cleaner on a soft cloth (it is important to avoid scratching the oven lining.) Then dry the inside of the cooker well (dry it too after cooking foods such as pasta or rice which make a lot of condensation).


Turntables and accessories should be washed frequently with hot soapy water and dried well before putting back into the cooker.


It is important to keep the door seals and locks clean and to avoid damaging them in any way. Doors are fitted with safety locks and, if damaged, they will prevent the cooker from operating.


Position the cooker so that the vents in the outer casing are not obstructed. Always plug it directly into a wall socket – do not use an adapter. Some models can be built into a wall unit but do check with the manufacturer first. Clean the outer casing with a soft cloth and warm soapy water – do not allow any water to seep into the vents. Avoid using a kettle in such a position that, when it is boiling, the steam is directed into the vents.


Remember, the interiors of these cookers get hot and the outer casings get warm. Always use oven gloves.


Following these simple tips will keep your combination cooker looking fresh and clean for years.






GETTING PERFECT RESULTS


As well as being great fans of combination cookers, when it comes to the end result we have very high standards. Any recipe we test that isn’t at least as good as, preferably even better than, the conventionally-cooked version is discarded. Good results also rely on good ingredients, no matter what cooking method is used.


Why not buy fresh food in season?It will most certainly have travelled less, will have far more flavour and be less expensive. Shop little and often, especially for fruit and vegetables, and use them quickly. When shopping for small quantities, consider buying packs of ready-to-use items such as vegetables and salad. With absolutely no waste, they can work out less expensive than buying, for example, a whole cabbage – the remains of which are discovered days later lurking in the bottom of the fridge!


With fresh fruits and vegetables,we have assumed that you will prepare them ready for cooking – new potatoes can be scraped or scrubbed, baking potatoes are left with the skins on, unless otherwise stated, onions and garlic are peeled. Choose small to medium-size items such as leeks, parsnips and carrots – they will have more flavour.


Most herbs are available fresh all the year round, those sold in pots being the best value. Well watered, they will last for a couple of weeks on the window-sill and are handy for snipping off a leaf or two as required. Vacuum-packed herbs need to be kept refrigerated and, once opened, used very quickly. Chop or scissor-snip leafy herbs such as parsley and chives. Basil is tender and should be torn with the fingers (it will blacken if chopped). Woody herbs like thyme and rosemary should be stripped from the stems. Alternatively, use a whole sprig during cooking and remove it from the dish before serving. Tubs of frozen chopped herbs can be used straight from the freezer – just shake out the amount required and quickly return the remainder to the freezer. Jars of freeze-dried herbs have a good colour and flavour and should be kept in a cool, dry cupboard. Whole dried spices keep their flavour, whereas ground spices lose their flavour rapidly so buy in very small amounts, keep them in tightly closed jars and in a cool, dry cupboard.


We are continually aware of the need to keep the fat content of our diets to a low level and, indeed, this is made easy with a microwave or combination cooker. You will find that, in our recipes, we use the minimum amount of oil and fats. At the same time, we make no excuses for using good quality olive oil, butter and the occasional dollop of cream. As we use so little, the cost is low but the difference it makes to the final flavour of the dish is worth every penny and every calorie! If you are a vegetarian or simply prefer to use other fats and oils, the recipes will of course work with one exception. When a recipe specifies butter or block margarine or soft tub margarine, it is important to the final result to use exactly the type listed. When using oil in a cake recipe, choose one with little or no flavour such as grapeseed or sunflower oil. Don’t waste extra virgin oil in cooking – it should be used in dressings or just sprinkled over food.


Full-fat, semi-skimmed and skimmed milks are interchangeable, unless the recipe states otherwise. We use semi-skimmed for good flavour and its lower fat content. Low-fat hard cheeses are fine in place of the full-fat versions when melted in a sauce. However, their lack of fat means that, when used on top of a dish, they do not give a rich brown finish. We prefer to choose a well-flavoured mature cheese and use less of it. Parmesan cheese or Pecorino cheese is best bought in a piece and either grated or finely chopped in a food processor. Store it in a tightly-closed jar in the refrigerator. Those bags of ready-grated Cheddar, Mozzarella and other varieties of cheese you see in the stores are useful – you can use some of the cheese, reseal it and store it in the fridge or freezer. Frozen cheese can be shaken from the bag directly into hot dishes, without thawing it first. Do use only double cream or crème fraîche for cooking, unless otherwise specified. Creams with a lower fat content become very thin when heated and yoghurt usually separates. When using a reduced-fat crème fraîche, check that it doesn’t contain gelatine as a thickener, or it will become very thin during heating.


Our recipes use dried pasta and white rice (unless otherwise stated). If you prefer to use fresh pasta, remember it needs a very short cooking time – check the packet instructions and adjust cooking times to suit. Unless the recipe specifies otherwise, cook pasta and rice uncovered. Use a large bowl or casserole and hot liquid (use boiling water from the kettle). Pasta should be covered with boiling water by at least 5 cm/2 inches. Stirring occasionally prevents the pasta sticking together in clumps. Add a pinch of salt and a dash of oil if you wish, though we find it unnecessary. A standing time is important after cooking for the pasta to absorb water and soften. You can cover the bowl with a thick tea-towel to trap in the steam. Cooking rice is foolproof if you use the method where the rice grains absorb all the liquid to become plump and tender. Don’t be surprised if you find that, at the end of the cooking time, not all the cooking liquid has been absorbed – just cover the bowl and leave the rice to stand for 5 minutes when it will finish cooking and absorb the liquid. Brown rice can be used in place of white in most of the recipes but you will need to increase both the amount of liquid used and the cooking time. Most brown rice needs about 750 ml/1¼ pints liquid to 115 g/4 oz rice and a cooking time of about 25 minutes.
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