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Introduction
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I wrote my first slow cooker book in 2010. My second slow cooker book, The Healthy Slow Cooker Cookbook, was published two years later, and, thankfully, it is still selling well. This will be my seventh slow cooker book, out of more than twenty books to date. This book is all about comfort: comforting food, but also comfort in terms of being stress free. While this is not a health book, cooking from scratch is one of the best ways to cook, and slow cooking helps to preserve the nutrients in foods. The recipes in this book do not aim to keep calories or fat and sugar content low, although in the desserts chapter I do suggest options to reduce sugar.


I have a very busy home life alongside my clinical work as a nutritionist, writing books and media work, as well as teaching, so my slow cooker gets used an awful lot. Slow cookers really do make our lives so much easier. You can prepare all the ingredients in the morning, turn the slow cooker on and leave your meal to cook while you are working or getting on with your busy day, then come home to a nourishing meal. Effortless – and far, far better for us than any processed ready meal!


The desserts chapter – one of my favourites – is full of classic family recipes, some of which you may recognise from your childhood. I have not tweaked these to make them healthier, but if you read the opening paragraphs of the chapter, you will find my top tips on how to convert these recipes to fit your dietary requirements, with tweaks for sugar-free, vegan and gluten-free diets.


One thing I really want to stress: please read the technical chapters, especially if you are new to the slow cooker. It is really important to get to know your slow cooker. Some can cook differently to others, especially if your machine is slightly older or maybe a cheaper variety. You need the slow cooker lid to form a good seal, to prevent evaporation. You also need to ensure your slow cooker does not overheat. You don’t want to be boiling everything at a fast simmer, evaporating the liquid. This can affect the timings and heat settings. The idea is slow, low and long. My suggestions are only guidelines, so if you are unsure opt only for the low settings until you get to know your machine.


If you are new to a machine, my top tip is to buy a multi-cooker that switches from a sauté/hob facility to slow cooker, as this will make your life so much easier. Also ensure it has a timer that switches to warm once the set time has been reached. This is important if you are late home; you don’t want to come home to a bowl of mush instead of your lovely casserole. If your slow cooker doesn’t have this option, you can invest in a timing plug, which will at least ensure you are cooking things only for the suggested times.


I do hope you enjoy this book. If you do, maybe you would like to get in touch. It is always lovely to hear from readers. You can contact me by visiting my website at www.sarahflower.co.uk or via Twitter and Instagram @MsSarahFlower. I will also be sharing recipes and cookery videos on my Facebook pages: HealthySlowCooker and EverydaySugarFree.


I hope you enjoy the recipes and the delicious meals you are about to create!


Sarah x
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How to use your slow cooker



Slow cookers gained popularity in the 1970s, but the principle of slow cooking goes back hundreds of years – think of the large stock pots seen dangling from ranges! Slow cookers were seen to revolutionise the kitchen; they could create wholesome meals ready for your return after a busy day. They were incredibly popular, but sadly became relegated to kitchen cupboards as we moved into a faster pace of life, where processed and convenience foods took over and, for some, the need to live a frugal life became less relevant. Cheaper cuts of meats were no longer popular, so there seemed to be no real reason to keep the slow cooker in our kitchens. The microwave and processed food became the housewife’s choice for a busy home, and the poor slow cooker ceased to inspire. Thankfully we are now seeing a revival as we realise that not only can these clever machines save us time, but they can also offer us superior nutrition.


You can buy slow cookers from as little as £15, and we are now seeing multi-cookers, of which I am a huge fan, increase in popularity too. When purchasing a slow cooker or multi-cooker, it is important to consider how it is going to be used. Think about the size of the machine. Outwardly, some might look quite big, but the size of the stock pot itself may not be as large as you need. If you are cooking for a large family or like to plan ahead and freeze food, you may be better off spending more money and investing in a larger machine. Go to an electrical store where you can view the machines – even if you don’t buy from them, it will give you an idea of the range of machines on sale and what your requirements are. I would also strongly recommend you buy the best you can afford.


These are the functions I absolutely love:


[image: Illustration] Multi-function: This basically means I can switch from sauté to slow cooker all in one machine. This saves time and washing-up (which is a win-win for me).


[image: Illustration] Timers: I feel these are absolutely vital. My machine allows me to set a cooking time in high or low. Once that set time has been reached, it then switches to warm, ensuring my food does not spoil.


[image: Illustration] Auto: Some machines have an auto button. This basically means a machine will start off on high and, once the temperature has been reached, will switch down to low.


KNOW YOUR OWN MACHINE


This is really important! Every machine is different, and if you are buying one for the first time, I would recommend you purchase one with a timing switch so it can turn itself to warm once the set time has been reached – this avoids any possible disasters with overcooking. As mentioned above, some newer machines will have an auto button or switch that turns the machine onto high until the desired temperature is reached, then switches to low. Most will have a high and a low setting.


If you have an old machine, check if its temperature remains accurate. If you suspect it is running too hot, you can use an oven thermometer to check. Machines can vary, but most aim to function at around 77°C on low and 90°C on high. 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 your machine only on low. The temperature should not create a boil; it should be a low, slow cook and not a fast, boiling cook.


MULTI-COOKERS


As a massive fan of the slow cooker, I thought I knew all there is to know about these machines, but that was until I discovered the multi-cooker. Initially I thought it was a bit of a gimmick – stating it can steam, slow cook, roast, sauté and bake – but it has won me over. I have reviewed several of these machines, but a Crockpot Multi-Cooker has now taken pride of place on my kitchen worktop.


Some slow cookers do have a sauté option, but I have found these a bit hit and miss. However, the multi-cooker really is an all-in-one cooking experience. The sauté option allows you to sauté with five different temperature settings. The slow cooker function allows you to choose from high, low and warm. Once the cooking time has been reached it automatically switches to warm mode. Perfect if you are late home for dinner! The roasting rack can be used either low or high depending on the size of your joint. I cooked a small joint of beef, sealing first with the sauté facility, before adding some vegetables to the base, popping my beef joint on top and switching to roast for 45 minutes. It cooked perfectly, and the vegetables and juices at the base made a delicious stock. I allowed the beef to rest, washed out the crock-pot bowl, added some water to the base and steamed my vegetables in minutes. So easy!



TO SAUTÉ OR NOT TO SAUTÉ?


Recipes often tell you to sauté the onions or brown the meat. I have tried with and without, and, to be honest, I really didn’t notice much difference in the taste, but if you do sauté, the colour is more appealing and it also helps to seal the meat. If you are cooking a whole chicken, for example, remember that it will not brown, so may look a bit unappealing. Sautéing the chicken, as well as adding colour, also stops it from flaking into the dish. Coating meat with a low-carb, grain-free flour can also help if you want a thicker sauce – remember the slow cooker does not lose that much liquid, so you may find you need to thicken the dish until you get used to the way your machine works – they are all different! All multi-cookers offer a sauté option. You may find that your slow cooker has a sauté facility too; others come with hob-proof dishes, allowing you to transfer from one heat source to the other. For more information, you will need to refer to the manufacturer’s instructions for your particular machine. Where applicable, a recipe will detail both techniques, allowing you to choose which you prefer.


COOKING TECHNIQUES


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


[image: Illustration] Some cookers need to be preheated, which can take up to 15 minutes. Others heat up fast so you may not need to preheat them (refer to your manufacturer’s recommendations).


[image: Illustration] As a general rule of thumb, one hour in a conventional oven equates to two to three hours on high in a slow cooker, or six hours on low heat. Some slow cookers have an auto setting – this basically means that they heat up quickly on high, then when the set temperature has been reached, revert to low for the remainder of the cooking time; this helps the food, especially meat, 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, but really the low setting is enough, and food can cook for ten hours without starting to spoil.


[image: Illustration] You may need to adjust the liquid content of your dish depending on your personal taste, but remember that you do need liquid in order to cook the food and that all food must be submersed in liquid before cooking. Potatoes especially may bob around on top and go black, so push them into the stock. Your manufacturer’s guidelines should detail the minimum and maximum fill levels for your machine. The slow cooker does not evaporate liquid as much as other cooking methods, so you may need to thicken soups or casseroles. Adding more water or stock is simple and can be done at any stage. If you find your slow cooker does evaporate liquid, it may be overheating.


[image: Illustration] The key point to remember about slow cooking is that once you’ve set your machine off cooking, you shouldn’t keep removing the lid as this reduces the temperature and it will then take longer for the slow cooker to get back up to the required temperature. The outer edge of the lid forms a seal – sometimes this may spit or bubble out, but this is quite normal. Only remove it when absolutely essential, ideally when cooking is finished 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 (though this is not foolproof as they do get steamed up!).


[image: Illustration] 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, this could increase the risk of food poisoning caused by the spread of bacteria. Frozen foods such as peas, sweetcorn, prawns and other quick-cook vegetables should be added only in the last 30 minutes of cooking time.


[image: Illustration] When adding liquids such as stock or water, in order to maintain the temperature it is better to use warm liquids (not boiling) rather than cold.


[image: Illustration] Pasta should be added only in the last 30 minutes of cooking time as it goes very soggy and breaks up during longer cooking times.


[image: Illustration] Fresh herbs can be used but tend to lose their intensity of flavour over longer cooking times. If I am using these, I add them in the last 30 minutes of cooking.


[image: Illustration] Vegetables, especially root vegetables, take much longer to cook than meat. You can speed up the process by sautéing the vegetables prior to adding to the dish, or by simply chopping them into smaller chunks. Make sure the vegetables are thoroughly immersed in the stock, ideally near the base as this is the hottest area.


CAKES


I have made cakes in the slow cooker, and these have been really tasty, though sometimes they can have a different texture to oven-baked cakes. I think it is a question of personal taste. Some people may not like the moist, almost bread pudding-like texture of the fruit cakes. I have cooked cakes simply by placing a cake dish in the slow cooker and adding water to the base to create a bainmarie, which works well with sponge puddings and Christmas pudding.


FREEZING


If you want to get ahead, why not double up the recipe and freeze some? If you are going to do this, make sure you remove the dish from the slow cooker and allow it to chill thoroughly before freezing. You can buy special freezer bags for more liquid-heavy meals such as soups or casseroles. Make sure the food is completely defrosted before reheating.
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