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For everyone who has enjoyed the books in the Without the Calories series so far – and lost the pounds to prove it









introduction


MY STORY


I struggled with my weight for years. After being a skinny child and teenager, I piled on the weight during my last years of school and went into my twenties feeling fat and frumpy. A career as a cookery writer and food stylist has helped me understand good food but because my kitchen is always overflowing with great things to eat, temptation is never far away. My weight yo-yoed for twenty years and at my heaviest I weighed more than 15 stone.


A few years ago, I worked on the hit TV series You Are What You Eat – I put together those groaning tables of bad food. I also had the chance to work with the contributors on the show, guiding them through the dieting process and helping them discover a whole new way of eating and cooking. Having been overweight myself, I became passionate about helping people lose weight.


Since then, I’ve worked as a food consultant on many of the weight-loss shows you’ve seen on TV, and written diet plans and recipes for best-selling books, newspapers and magazines. I’m thrilled that thousands of people have successfully followed my way of cooking and lost weight.


This book, and the others in the series, are ideal for anyone who wants to lose weight while leading a normal life. Cooking my way will help you sustain a happy, healthy weight loss. That’s what it’s all about: you don’t have to be stick thin, but you deserve to feel good about yourself. My recipes will help you reach your goal.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


From the feedback I’ve been given, I know that lots of you love your electric slow cooker, but have had trouble finding healthy recipes that taste good too. So I set myself the task of creating the best possible book to satisfy that need and in doing so I’ve learnt more about slow cooking than I thought possible.


For instance, the variety of meals you can prepare in a slow cooker is enormous – everything from succulent pulled pork, to a hearty casserole, quiche, light sponge puddings, crème caramel and even yoghurt. What’s more, it’s particularly useful for those of us watching our weight as food can be cooked in bulk and frozen in handy portions, or quickly prepared on a busy day, meaning there is always a healthy choice available.


As with the other books in the Without the Calories series, I’ve reworked ingredients to reduce as many calories as possible, while still trying hard to keep all the flavour and appetite appeal, helping you lose weight in the most delicious and simple way.


I’m not going to make rash promises about how many pounds you will shed, but I do know that when it comes to losing weight, finding foods that give you pleasure and fit into your lifestyle are the key to success. When you eat well without obsessing over rapid weight loss, it’s easier to relax and lose what you need to comfortably – and safely.


To help everyone enjoy these reinvented dishes, I’ve used easy-to-find ingredients and given clear, simple cooking instructions. There’s also freezer information included where appropriate, so you know which dishes you can store safely for another day.


If you’re already following a diet plan, you’ll find additional nutritional information at the back of the book that’ll help you work my recipes into your week. And, if you’re stuck for inspiration and have a few pounds to lose, try my WTC Plan (see above). It couldn’t be easier.




USING THE WTC PLAN


If you’re not following a diet regime at the moment and want a great kick-start, try my WTC Plan for a few weeks. I’ve tried to make it really easy, and you don’t need to do too much adding-up. You’ll find more than 500 recipes to choose from in the Without the Calories series. Simply pick recipes that bring your daily intake to between 900 and 1,200 calories. Add large portions of vegetables or salad, plus an essential extra 300 calories a day, and you’ll be on your way to a healthy, sustainable weight loss of between 2–3lb a week.


I’ve colour coded all the calorie calculations at the top of each recipe, so you can quickly make your choice as you flick through the book. You will also find a selection of desserts and cakes in this book. Although they are lower in fat, sugar and calories than traditional recipes, it’s best not to eat them every day, but to enjoy them every now and then as part of your total calorie allowance. For this reason, they have their own category: Occasional Extras (calories printed in green).


ONE
up to 300 calories


TWO
300–400 calories


THREE
400–550 calories


*Occasional Extras


If you want to add your own favourite meals into the plan, simply make sure they are within the recommended calorie boundaries and calculate accordingly. (You may find this useful when planning breakfast especially.)


YOUR ESSENTIAL EXTRAS


Your essential extra 300 calories can be made up of accompaniments such as potatoes, rice and pasta, as well as snacks or treats; there are suggestions and serving sizes here. I’ve also put together a list of foods that can be eaten as simple snacks here.





DON’T RUSH IT


Weight tends to be gained over time, and losing it gradually will make the process easier and help give your body, especially your skin, time to adapt. You’re more likely to get into positive, enjoyable long-term cooking and eating habits this way too.


WHAT IS A CALORIE?


Put simply, a calorie is a unit of energy contained within food and drink which our bodies burn as fuel. Different foods contain varying amounts of calories, and if more calories are consumed than the body needs, the excess will be stored as fat. To lose weight, we need to eat less or use more energy by increasing our activity – and ideally both!


I’ve provided the calorie content of a single serving of each dish. In my experience, most people will lose at least 2lb a week by consuming around 1,200–1,500 calories a day, but it’s always best to check with your GP before you start a new regime. Everyone is different and, especially if you have several stone to lose, you’ll need some personalised advice. The calories contained in each recipe have been calculated as accurately as possible, but could vary a little depending on your ingredients. If you have a couple of days of eating more than 1,400 calories, try to eat closer to 1,100 for the next few days. Over a week, things will even out.


My recipes strike a balance between eating and cooking well and reducing calories, and I’ve tried them all as part of my own way of enjoying food without putting on excess weight. Even if you don’t need to lose weight, I hope you enjoy cooking from my books simply because you like the recipes.


SECRETS OF SUCCESS


The serving sizes that I’ve recommended form the basis of the nutritional information here, and if you eat any more, you may find losing weight takes longer. If you’re cooking for anyone who doesn’t need to watch their calorie intake, you can increase their servings, but bear in mind that too much sugar isn’t good for anyone.


The right portion size also holds the key to maintaining your weight loss. Use this opportunity to get used to smaller servings. Work out exactly how much food your body needs to maintain the shape that makes you feel great. That way, even when counting calories feels like a distant memory, you’ll remain in control of your eating habits.


Stick to lean protein (which will help you feel fuller for longer) and vegetables and avoid high-fat, high-sugar snacks and confectionery. Be aware that alcohol is packed with empty calories and could weaken your resolve. Starchy carbs such as pasta, rice, potatoes and bread are kept to a minimum because I’ve found that, combined with eating lots of veg and good protein, this leads to more sustainable weight loss. There’s no need to avoid dairy products such as cheese and cream, although they tend to be high in fat and calories. You can swap the high-fat versions for reduced-fat ones, or use less.


Ditch heavily processed foods and you will feel so much better. Switching to more natural ingredients will help your body work with you.


Most recipes in the series form the main part of a meal, so there’s room to have your plate half-filled with freshly cooked vegetables or a colourful, crunchy salad. This will help fill you up, and boost your intake of fibre, vitamins and minerals.


Make sure you drink enough fluids, especially water – about 2 litres is ideal. Staying hydrated will help you lose weight more comfortably, and it’s important when you exercise, too.


IN THE KITCHEN


Pick up some electronic kitchen scales and a set of measuring spoons if you don’t already have them. Both will probably cost less than a takeaway meal for two, and will help ensure good results.


Invest, if you can, in a large, deep non-stick frying pan, a medium non-stick saucepan and a large saucepan for extra vegetables, rice, pasta and potatoes. The non-stick coating means that you will need less oil to cook, and a frying pan with a wide base and deep sides can double as a wok.


STICK WITH IT


Shifting your eating habits and trying to lose weight is not easy, especially if you have been eating the same way for many years. But it isn’t too late. You may never have the perfect body, but you can have one that, fuelled by really good food, makes you feel happy and healthy. For more information, tips and ideas, visit www.justinepattison.co.uk. And for extra weight loss support, join my free group www.facebook.com/groups/JustinePattison.
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slow cooking briefly explained


For me, slow cooking isn’t just about food you put in the slow cooker first thing in the morning and then eat 12 hours later. In fact, not many foods can stand being cooked for that length of time. I like the flexibility of being able to switch between cooking for a long and a shorter time depending on the day.


It’s just as useful to put a meal in the slow cooker mid-morning, and for it to be ready 6–7 hours later, as it is to throw together something that might take just 2–3 hours. All the recipes in this book have been tested at a HIGH and a LOW setting. By giving both temperatures, I hope you get the kind of flexibility you need to suit your life.


Ultimately, slow cooking isn’t an exact science and it can take a little while to get to know your own slow cooker. Look carefully at the manufacturer’s instructions for detailed information and guidance. If you start checking your food close to the shortest time I’ve recommended, you shouldn’t be too far off.


It seems that older slow cookers generally cook at a lower temperature than the more modern ones, so do check your food at the shorter times I have given, but remember it might need longer depending on the model and will need to reach a safe eating temperature.


How does a slow cooker work?


Most slow cookers have a removable pot insert within a metal casing that holds an electric element. The element surrounds the pot and heats it from the base and sides.


How do I choose the right slow cooker?


Firstly, it depends on how many people you need to feed, or whether you fancy cooking food in bulk and then freezing for another day – which is brilliant for the health-conscious cook. Different sized slow cookers have different capacities. As a rule of thumb, I work to the following:


2.5-litre capacity – serves 2–3 people


3.5-litre capacity – serves 3–5 people


4.5-litre capacity – serves 4–6 people


6.5-litre capacity – serves 6–8 people


I’ve found during the testing of the recipes in this book – when I have been using 12 different slow cookers – size does matter, but not as much as you might think. You may not be able to cook a recipe designed for six people in a 2.5-litre slow cooker, but you could cook a couple of chicken breasts in a 4.5-litre slow cooker without ruining them. You just need to keep an eye on timings. If you are cooking a small quantity in a large slow cooker, you may need to reduce the cooking time, and if you are cooking a large quantity in a small slow cooker, it is likely to take a bit longer.


The majority of slow cookers have a removable ceramic or metal insert, sometimes called a crockpot or slow cooker dish. For the purposes of this book, I’ve called it a pot. It’s best to buy a slow cooker that has a removable pot, because it makes the slow cooker easier to clean. The pot itself can be immersed in water and some even go in the dishwasher. It’s also best to choose a slow cooker with a glass lid, so you can see, to some extent, what’s going on. And always choose a cooker with an indicator light, so you know it is turned on.


Are thick ceramic pots or the metal kind you can use on the hob best?


I’ve used both types and I think it depends on what your needs are. The thick ceramic pots heat slowly but evenly and I think they cook food more gently, so they are great for all-day stews and large pieces of meat. They also hold the heat better and look more attractive if taken to the table.


The metal kind can be used on the hob for browning meat and vegetables, which is handy for smaller amounts. (I find a large non-stick frying pan just as useful, although it does create extra washing up.) If you want to cook your food at a faster rate, the metal inserts heat more rapidly too, so food will reach a suitable cooking temperature fairly speedily; great if you want to bung something on for just a couple of hours or so. The metal inserts are easier to wash and considerably lighter to carry.


What do the different settings on the slow cooker mean?


You’ll probably find that your slow cooker has a HIGH and a LOW setting, with perhaps a MEDIUM or AUTO setting too. HIGH and LOW settings are likely to bring food to the same temperature, but with the LOW setting it will take longer to get there. The MEDIUM setting is somewhere in between and the AUTO setting starts off HIGH to get the food going and will switch to LOW after an hour or so. A digital display is really useful as it has a timer that counts down the minutes (usually in half-hour increments) and then switches to WARM once the food is cooked. The WARM setting can keep food at a safe temperature for up to 2 hours (depending on the manufacturer and model) but should not be used for cooking.


How much food should I put in the slow cooker?


Most manufacturers recommend that the slow cooker is never less than half full and no more than three-quarters full. The quantity of food in the slow cooker will affect the cooking time. If there is too little, the food could dry out, and if there is too much, there is a risk that hot liquid could bubble out from the lid. Too much food in the cooker can result in uneven cooking too, with the food closest to the base and sides cooking more quickly than the food in the middle. If you are adding liquid, make sure it doesn’t rise more than about halfway up the sides as there will be very little evaporation, so you need less than usual. Ideally, choose recipes close to the serving sizes recommended for your slow cooker, or adapt timings if necessary.


Is slow cooking best for cheaper cuts of meat?


Slow cooking is perfect for tenderising cheaper, tougher cuts of meat. If you are worried about using fattier cuts, don’t be; the fat adds lots of flavour and current nutritional thinking promotes low-sugar rather than low-fat eating. Simply cut off any hard areas of fat you can easily reach and don’t worry about the rest.
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What will happen if I use leaner cuts in the slow cooker?


If you wish to switch to a leaner cut (such as swapping lamb neck for leg meat), be aware that the meat will still be tender after a long cook but it will be a little less succulent. But don’t worry as long as you have lots of flavoursome sauce and some good vegetables.


Can I cook chicken breasts in the slow cooker?


Some books say no, but I’ve included a few chicken breast recipes here as they are more popular than thighs. The cheaper chicken breasts stand up to slow cooking best, with the firm, dense free-range chicken drying out more quickly. Just keep an eye on the cooking times and switch to boneless, skinless thighs if you want to cook your chicken for longer than 2–3 hours.


Do I need to brown food on the hob before adding it to the slow cooker?


Several of the dishes in this book require meat, poultry, onions and some aromatics, such as garlic, ginger or spices, to be quickly fried before they are added to the slow cooker.
I found that this simple step adds a depth of flavour to casseroles and curries that really improves the final results, but you can bung everything in together without browning it if you are short of time. (Add 2–3 teaspoons of Marmite to the pot at the beginning of the cooking time and you’ll help give the dish a richer flavour and colour when you don’t have time to brown it first.) Remember to increase the cooking time if not pre-browning. Some meats, especially chicken and pork, look far more appetising if they are browned first, but remember you will be adding a few calories with the oil.


Can I prepare the dishes in advance?


Yes, absolutely. If you want to get ahead, prepare your slow cooker dish the night before (without any liquid), and put it in a freezer bag, or bowl, in the fridge. Add it to the slow cooker pot in the morning, along with the liquid. If you have browned any vegetables, make sure they are completely cold before adding them to the rest of the ingredients and putting them in the fridge. Do not brown or part cook meat and poultry in advance as it could result in food safety issues. Again, check the manufacturer’s instructions. Because all the ingredients have been chilled, you can expect some dishes to take longer to cook (which could be handy if you are out all day).


Should I preheat my slow cooker?


If you have a slow cooker with a metal pot insert it can probably be preheated, but ceramic pots often shouldn’t be heated when empty. One way around this is to half-fill the pot with warm water and preheat it for 15 minutes or so, then carefully throw away the water and fill it with your ingredients.


I’ve read that lifting the lid adds about half an hour to the cooking time. Is this true?


I would say that it’s best not to lift the lid until the food has reached a good cooking temperature – probably after about 2 hours on HIGH or 4 hours on LOW. And then only lift off if absolutely necessary. If you are adding another ingredient, want to check ingredients are cooked, or think the food would benefit from stirring, replace the lid as quickly as possible to maintain the temperature inside the cooker and reduce the amount of evaporation.


Why do I need to add water to the slow cooker when I’m cooking certain dishes?


Adding water to the slow cooker slows down the cooking process and helps delicate foods cook more gently, so there is less risk of curdling or overcooking. Make sure the food is in covered containers, such as bowls or ramekins topped with foil, so water doesn’t drop in from the lid. Place in the slow cooker and pour water around them, rising to about halfway up the sides.


Can I freeze food cooked in my slow cooker?


Yes, definitely. Ideally, cook the food for a little less than usual, depending on cooking time, so it is safely cooked but isn’t too soft before cooling and freezing. Freezing and reheating will soften it further. But, if you want to freeze leftovers, don’t worry too much, just freeze in small portions so it can be reheated as quickly as possible, ideally in a microwave so it doesn’t need to be stirred too much (which could break up the pieces). (See the freezer tips here.) I’ve given freezing instructions for all the recipes suitable for freezing.


Can I leave food to cool in the slow cooker?


No, that’s not recommended. Once it has finished cooking, or had about 2 hours on the WARM setting (check the manufacturer’s instructions), it is best to remove the pot insert and either serve or transfer the food to another dish to cool down quickly. You should also never reheat cooked food in the slow cooker.


Can I put frozen food in the slow cooker?


No, that’s not recommended. Frozen food takes too long to thaw and then heat, meaning it might not reach a safe enough temperature to eat when you need it.


Special equipment


You don’t really need any special equipment for your slow cooker as most things are cooked in the pot itself. The main exceptions to this are the following kit:


Foil loaf tins


These are the type of tins used for takeaways and freezing – you can pick them up cheaply in most supermarkets, pound stores and online. I use these tins to make quiche-style dishes that would overcook in direct contact with the slow cooker. I use the 450g size, which fits nicely into most slow cookers. You will need to line it with baking parchment, to stop anything sticking. I buy the disposable cake tin liners (but you could cut up a silicone lining sheet to fit). I also put the filled tin on a couple of upturned ramekins, to help raise it enough to fit properly in the slow cooker.


Mini metal pudding basins and ramekins


These are widely available and perfect for individual puddings, such as crème caramel (see here). They will need to hold 175–200ml for the recipes in this book.


Baking parchment


I use baking parchment to line the slow cooker pot when cooking cakes and puddings, and for creating a barrier to condensation when cooking potatoes.


Digital thermometer


As always, it’s well worth investing in a digital food thermometer. A well-made thermometer will last for many years and remove all the uncertainty when checking whether food is safely cooked. As well as taking the core temperature of stews and curries, the thermometer will make sure that denser meats, such as gammon, are cooked correctly, so there is far less chance that they will be spoilt.
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