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How to use this ebook


 


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.






Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.






Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.
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introduction







Slow cooking is fashionable again and what easier way is there to make a meal than in a slow cooker? It’s cheaper than turning on the oven, as it uses much less electricity, and a slow cooker is compact, too.


As food cooks gradually and gently, veggies become wonderfully flavourful and meat becomes meltingly tender, which means that cheaper cuts of meat can be given the five-star treatment in a slow cooker. Make the most of special offers and make double the quantity, so that half can be frozen for another meal. Or make smaller amounts of meat go further by combining them with healthy root and Mediterranean vegetables, pulses, grains and lentils.
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But a slow cooker isn’t just for casseroles and stews, great though they are. You can make a huge variety of other dishes with this gadget, including lighter meals, delicious fish recipes and child-pleasing suppers. Try warming main meal soups such as Pumpkin, Carrot & Quinoa or Country Mushroom & Bacon; kids’ favourites such as Tuna Pasta Bake and Chicken & Mango Curry; everyday favourites such as White Bean & Chipotle Chilli and Piri Piri Chicken; easy cheats such as Red Pepper & Chorizo Tortilla and Thai Beef Curry, and food to impress such as Seafood Laksa and Rioja-braised Lamb with Olives. To finish things off, nostalgic puds like Sticky Toffee Pudding and Plum & Blueberry Betty can become home-cooked treats once more with a slow cooker.


If you’re unfamiliar with using a slow cooker, the redistribution of time involved may seem odd. Early on in the day, you spend 15 minutes in the kitchen doing a little prep, then add everything to the slow cooker, and you can walk away and get on with something else. While cooking before you rush out to work in the morning may not be for everyone, getting a lovely supper on to cook before you head out to the golf course, for a day of shopping with a girlfriend or before doing the Saturday taxi run to and from the kids’ clubs may seem more manageable.


As the slow cooker cooks so gently, there’s no need to stir or check on the food because there is no danger of it drying out or spoiling. Just enjoy the welcoming aroma of a delicious supper ready and waiting when you walk back through the door.
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New to slow cooking?
Your questions answered


Are all slow cookers the same?


All slow cookers cook food slowly, though they do vary slightly. Oval-shaped slow cookers offer the most flexibility when it comes to cooking joints or desserts. Generally, slow cookers come in three sizes:


 


■   a two-portion size with a capacity of 1.5 litres (2½ pints)


■   a four-portion size with a capacity of 2.5 litres (4 pints)


■   a six-to-eight portion size with a capacity of 4 litres (7 pints) or 4.5 litres (8 pints).


 


Newer models might come with cooking pots that can be used on the hob, so you can fry off meat and onions prior to slow cooking in the slow cooker pot itself, saving on washing up. These types of slow cookers do tend to cost more. A good nonstick frying pan in conjunction with a slow cooker works just as well.


As with all things, price varies considerably. The larger models are very often on special offer, but unless your family is large or you plan to cook larger quantities in order to freeze half of the batch, you may find that, while the machine itself is a good price, you have to cook larger quantities than you had expected in order to just half-fill it.


When selecting a slow cooker, choose a machine with a high and low setting and an on/off light at the front of the machine so that you can see easily that it is on. There is nothing more frustrating than to come back eight hours later, expecting a hot, delicious meal, only to find that you haven’t turned the machine on! Some models have a setting that allows you to keep the food warm, which is useful. Digital clocks are great, but they are certainly not essential.


Dull though it sounds, once you’ve purchased a slow cooker, make sure you read the handbook. The majority of models should not be preheated with an empty slow cooker pot. If you part-prep supper the night before and put the earthenware slow cooker pot in the refrigerator, all manufacturers agree that you should leave it at room temperature for 20 minutes before adding it to the slow cooker machine and turning it on.
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Is it safe to leave it on all day?


Yes – the slow cooker runs on such a small amount of power (the equivalent of two light bulbs) that it is safe to leave it on all day – even if you go out. Because the heat is so low and the lid forms a seal, there is no danger of the food boiling dry. The sides of the slow cooker will feel warm to the touch, so ensure you leave the machine on a non-cluttered part of the work surface.


Do I have to fry foods before I add them to the slow cooker pot?


Frying onions and browning meat adds colour and flavour to the finished casserole, but it isn’t essential – it’s very much a matter of personal taste. Foods will not brown in a slow cooker. The idea of frying before you rush out in the morning can be a bit off-putting, especially if are wearing your smart work clothes, so there are plenty of recipes in the book that can be made without precooking. Boost colour and flavour with tomato purée, red wine or beer, spices or herbs, and away you go. But if you have a young family, it can be great to come back from the morning school or nursery drop-off and to get supper on while the house is quieter.



Does liquid have to be hot before going in the slow cooker?


The slow cooker works by building up heat to just below boiling point, then safely maintaining the heat so that food cooks gently but without any danger of allowing the bacteria that cause food poisoning to proliferate. If you add all cold ingredients, this will obviously extend the heating-up process, so add 2–3 hours to the cooking time, with the first hour on high, especially if the recipe states to use hot stock. But it is much quicker and very simple to dissolve a stock cube in boiling water and add the hot stock to the slow cooker pot. Always add hot liquid when cooking large joints.



How full should the pot be?


Ideally, the slow cooker pot should be filled half full and up to three-quarters full for it to work efficiently. For soups, fill it so that the liquid is 5 cm (2 inches) from the top. If you have a very large slow cooker, make up amounts to serve six to eight people, then freeze the extra in single portions or portion sizes that will suit your family on another day. As the slow cooker heats up, the steam generated will condense and make a water seal between the lid and top of the slow cooker pot – this is perfectly normal.


Can I use my ordinary recipes?


Yes, of course – stews, casseroles and pot roast recipes can all be made in the slow cooker with the same ingredients. However, because the slow cooker creates a seal during cooking, the liquid doesn’t evaporate, so you’ll find you need to reduce the liquid in your recipes by one third, and sometimes even by half. For stews or casseroles just cover the meat or vegetables with stock. Bear in mind, if using fresh tomatoes, that you will need slightly less stock as the tomatoes will pulp down as they cook.


Depending on the size of your slow cooker pot you may need to cut down or size up the quantities of ingredients given in the recipes. A medium-sized slow cooker pot comfortably makes four portions, while a large one makes six to eight portions. Many of the recipes in this book are designed to feed four people – ideal for a medium-sized slow pot.


The slow cooker can also be used as a bain-marie or steamer. Making steamed puddings works very well and you don’t need to top up with boiling water during cooking as there’s no chance the water will boil dry.


As a rough guide, if a recipe takes 1–2 hours on the hob or in the oven you should cook it in a slow cooker for 3–4 hours on the high setting, or 6–8 hours on the low setting. If a recipe takes 2–4 hours on the hob or in the oven, cook it in the slow cooker for 4–6 hours on high, or for 8–12 hours on low.



Can I cook rice and pasta?


Yes, but as they are both starchy foods they can go sticky and gluey if overcooked. Choose easy-cook rice over ordinary rice where available, as some of the starch has been removed during manufacturing, making it less sticky. If making a risotto, add the stock all in one go rather than a ladleful at a time.


Cook pasta in a saucepan of boiling water, then drain and stir it into the slow cooker pot just before serving. For lasagne, use ‘no pre-cooking’ dried lasagne sheets and cook for no more than 5–6¼ hours. Tiny pasta shapes can be added to soups, without cooking first, for the final 15–30 minutes of cooking time.
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What about dairy foods and shellfish?


Dairy foods, such as milk, double cream and grated Cheddar-style cheeses, are fine for recipes with short cooking times, or in baked dishes that are cooked for up to 3–5 hours on a low setting, or can be stirred into a dish towards the end of cooking so that they have the final 15–30 minutes to add richness and flavour. If you cook them too long they will separate rather unattractively.


Shellfish can be added to a dish, but in small quantities only and, again, towards the end of the cooking time, when the other ingredients are already piping hot. Make sure that the shellfish is also piping hot before serving, so cook it on high, preferably for 15 minutes, then serve. Do not keep dishes containing shellfish warm. If you are using frozen fish, ensure that it is fully defrosted before adding it to the slow cooker pot.


Can I reheat foods in the slow cooker?


All manufacturers recommend that you only cook foods from raw in the slow cooker pot. To reheat a casserole or stew, put it in a saucepan, set it on the hob and bring it up to the boil, stirring, then cook for at least 10 minutes until thoroughly reheated and piping hot throughout. Only reheat cooked food once.


 




remember the basics


■   Always add liquid to a slow cooker pot, ideally hot or boiling water.


■   Test food before serving it to ensure it is thoroughly cooked before serving. Chicken or pork should have no pink juices when they are pierced with a small, sharp knife. Beef and lamb should be tender. Fish should flake into even-coloured flakes when pressed with a knife.


■   Remove the slow cooker pot from the machine when the dish is cooked using oven gloves to serve.


■   Cover any remaining food, allow it to cool, then transfer it to the refrigerator as soon as possible.


■   If using raw frozen food other than peas or sweetcorn, defrost before use.


■   Do not reheat food in a slow cooker (Christmas pudding is the exception).






Getting the most from your slow cooker


Get ahead


Just 15 minutes’ prep is all it takes to get a good meal underway, but trying to do that before you go out to work in the mornings might be a tall order. To make mornings easier, you could prepare meat and vegetables the night before – peeling onions and chopping meat and storing them in the refrigerator in plastic containers, for instance. Marinating foods overnight adds flavour, helps to tenderize meat and saves time next day – you could fry them or add them straight to the slow cooker pot in the morning with hot stock. Cover, set the temperature and walk away.


Short of time?


Not all slow cooker recipes need 8–10 hours to cook. There are plenty that can be served in 5–6 hours that you can put on after dropping the kids to school, so the meal will be ready by pick-up time. If shorter cooking times appeal to you, as a quick guide, look for recipes in this book that use a small joint or that are cooked on the high setting. Or if you just have two hours and need a lunch to share with a friend, choose a risotto or a gently cooked fish dish.



Combining meat and vegetables


Nutritionists and dieticians all recommend that we cut down on the amount of meat we eat. Adding vegetables, canned pulses and dried lentils to an everyday meaty casserole not only adds essential fibre, vitamins and minerals, but also helps to reduce the meat content of the recipe – which makes it cheaper, too. For fussy eaters, grate or very finely chop veggies so that they go unnoticed.


Surprisingly, diced root vegetables take as long to cook as meat – and even longer, if they are cut into large chunks. Cut all the root veggies the same size and, if anything, slightly smaller than the size of the meaty pieces so that they will all be cooked at the same time, and press beneath the liquid level so that they cook evenly.


There’s no need to cook crunchy green veg like broccoli, spinach and kale separately – just cut them into small pieces and add them to the slow cooker for the final 15–30 minutes of cooking so they stay bright green.


You can use frozen veggies, such as peas or sweetcorn, in a dish – they don’t need to be defrosted first. Just add them in small amounts, so that they don’t cool down the liquid too much, for the final 15–30 minutes of the cooking time. Upping the amount of vegetables helps to keep calories low. To cut calories even more, trim off the fat or skin from meat and poultry before cooking.


[image: illustration]


Combined temperatures


Most of the stews and casseroles in the book are cooked on low, but it can be helpful to raise the temperature to high for the final 15–60 minutes of cooking time, especially if adding extra vegetables, prawns, dumplings or cobbler toppings, or other finishing touches.


Don’t be tempted to peek


As a slow cooker cooks so gently, there really is no need for you to stir the food because it won’t stick or boil dry as it cooks. Don’t be tempted to lift open the lid – every time you do so you release some of the heat and can add up to 10–15 minutes to the cooking time. It’s much better to peer through the glass lid, and stir just once before serving or when adding extra ingredients towards the end of the cooking time.
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Thickening


As the liquid in a recipe doesn’t reduce down during slow cooking, you may like to add a little thickening agent to the sauce. This can be done either after frying, by sprinkling in a little plain flour to fried onions and meat, or at the end of the cooking time, by stirring in a teaspoonful or two of cornflour mixed to a paste with water for the final 15 minutes of cooking. For pot roasts, you can strain off or ladle out the liquid at the end of cooking and reduce it by boiling it rapidly in a saucepan for 10 minutes.


Double up


If your family is small, cook the maximum amount that you can in your slow cooker, take out enough for your supper, then cool the remainder and freeze it in handy-sized packs, ready for those days when you don’t have time to cook, or the kids need something you can microwave when you are home late.


 





Tips


■   As foods cook so slowly in a slow cooker you can make use of cheaper beef cuts – such as blade, skirt, cheek or oxtail – without compromising on flavour. Don’t forget neck of lamb on the bone or lamb breast, too. And bear in mind that chicken thighs taste better in the slow cooker than the more expensive chicken breasts!


■   Foods will not brown in the slow cooker, so add colour to your stews by frying onions and meats first, adding spices or herbs, tomatoes or tomato purée, wine or beer, gravy browning or even Marmite (yeast extract).


■   Save on washing up by puréeing soups while they are still in the slow cooker pot using a hand-held electric stick blender.


■   Getting a steamed pudding out of the slow cooker pot can be tricky, especially if the basin is quite a snug fit in the pot. Tie string around the basin to make a handle to use to lift the pudding dish out of the slow cooker pot. Alternatively, fold two pieces of foil individually to make two long straps. Form a cross with the straps and place them on the work surface, then place the pudding dish on the cross and use the lengths of foil to lift up and lower the dish into the slow cooker pot. Tuck the straps over the top of the basin, then use them to lift out the pudding dish at the end of the cooking time.


■   Food at the bottom of the slow cooker pot will cook more quickly than the rest, so add diced potatoes to the pot first, as these can take longer to cook than meat. Or, if you are adding lots of root veggies, cut them into chunks the same size or slightly smaller than the meat you are using and mix up the meat and veggie chunks.


■   Short of time? Then cheat! Add a jar or can of ready-made sauce instead of making your own.
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main meal soups






spicy tomato & bean soup


cauliflower, leek & stilton soup


pumpkin, carrot & quinoa soup


beetroot & apple soup


vegetable broth with dumplings


spiced parsnip & red lentil soup


garlicky aubergine & spinach soup


salmon in hot miso broth


minestrone primavera


chicken noodle broth


country mushroom & bacon soup


chunky chickpea & chorizo soup


rustic sausage & kale soup


harira










spicy tomato & bean soup


Preparation time 15 minutes


Cooking temperature low


Cooking time 8–9 hours


Serves 4







1 tablespoon olive oil


1 onion, chopped


2 garlic cloves, finely chopped


½ teaspoon hot smoked paprika or chilli powder


300 ml (½ pint) vegetable stock


2 teaspoons light muscovado sugar


½ teaspoon dried oregano


1 tablespoon tomato purée


625 g (1¼ lb) tomatoes, skinned if liked, cut into chunks


400 g (13 oz) can cannellini beans, drained


salt and pepper


warm garlic bread, to serve





Preheat the slow cooker if necessary; see the manufacturer’s instructions. Heat the oil in a frying pan, add the onion and fry over a medium heat for 4–5 minutes, stirring, until the onion is lightly browned. Stir in the garlic and paprika or chilli powder.


Pour in the stock, add the sugar, oregano and tomato purée. Season with salt and pepper and bring to the boil, stirring.


Add the tomatoes and cannellini beans to the slow cooker pot, then pour in the stock mixture. Stir everything together, then cover and cook on low for 8–9 hours until the vegetables are tender.


Taste and adjust the seasoning, if needed. Ladle into bowls and serve with warm garlic bread.


For spicy tomato & chorizo soup, make up the soup as for Spicy tomato & bean soup, omitting the canned beans and adding 300 g (10 oz) diced potato and 100 g (3½ oz) diced chorizo sausage to the slow cooker pot before pouring in the stock mixture. Cook and serve as for Spicy tomato & bean soup.
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cauliflower, leek & stilton soup


Preparation time 25 minutes


Cooking temperature high


Cooking time 3¾–5 hours


Serves 4







1 tablespoon olive oil


25 g (1 oz) butter


1 large leek, chopped


2 tablespoons long-grain white rice


900 ml (1½ pints) vegetable stock


1 cauliflower, cut into florets


450 ml (¾ pint) semi-skimmed milk


125 g (4 oz) Stilton or other blue cheese, rind removed, cheese crumbled


6 rashers smoked streaky bacon, grilled until crispy, to garnish (optional)


salt and pepper





Preheat the slow cooker if necessary; see the manufacturer’s instructions. Heat the oil and butter in a saucepan, add the leek and fry gently for 3–4 minutes until softened. Add the rice and stock, season with salt and pepper and bring to the boil, stirring.


Add the cauliflower to the slow cooker pot, pour over the hot stock mixture, cover with the lid and cook on high for 3–4 hours or until the cauliflower is tender.


Purée the soup while still in the slow cooker pot using a stick blender, or transfer to a blender, blend, then pour back into the slow cooker pot. Stir in the cold milk, then re-cover and cook for 45–60 minutes until piping hot. Stir in half the cheese, then ladle into bowls. Sprinkle with the remaining cheese and garnish with chopped grilled crispy bacon, if liked. Sprinkle with some freshly ground black pepper and serve with warm crusty bread, if liked.


For cauliflower, leek & watercress soup, make up the soup as for Cauliflower, leek & stilton soup, adding just 300 ml (½ pint) milk. Omit the Stilton or blue cheese and add 50 g (2 oz) finely chopped watercress, 150 ml (¼ pint) double cream and 1–2 teaspoons Dijon mustard (to taste) to the puréed soup. Re-cover and cook in the slow cooker for 30–45 minutes. Serve topped with diced grilled bacon.
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pumpkin, carrot & quinoa soup


Preparation time 25 minutes


Cooking temperature low


Cooking time 7–8 hours


Serves 4







1 tablespoon olive oil


1 onion, chopped


1.2 litres (2 pints) vegetable stock


2 teaspoons harissa paste, plus extra to serve


500 g (1 lb) ready-prepared pumpkin or butternut squash, cut into 2 cm (¾ inch) dice


2 carrots, diced


40 g (1½ oz) quinoa


salt and pepper


handful of coriander, roughly chopped, to garnish





Preheat the slow cooker if necessary; see the manufacturer’s instructions. Heat the oil in a saucepan, add the onion and fry for 4–5 minutes, stirring, until softened. Pour in the vegetable stock and add the harissa, season with salt and pepper and bring to the boil, stirring.


Add the pumpkin or squash, carrots and quinoa to the slow cooker pot, pour over the hot stock mixture, then cover with the lid and cook on low for 7–8 hours or until the vegetables are tender.


Mash the hot soup. Taste and adjust the seasoning, if needed. Ladle into bowls, top with a little extra harissa and sprinkle with chopped coriander.


For carrot & rice soup, add 625 g (1¼ lb) diced carrots to the slow cooker pot instead of the mixture of pumpkin and carrots, with 40 g (1½ oz) white long-grain rice instead of the quinoa. Add 1 teaspoon curry powder and 2 finely chopped garlic cloves to the hot stock mix instead of the harissa. Cook and serve as for Pumpkin, carrot & quinoa soup.
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