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Introduction






Slow cooking has been used for as nearly long as we have cooked food, initially as simply an iron pot hung over a fire. It is well known that cowboys would leave their chilli cooking over the dying embers of the fire whilst they went out all day tending their cattle, arriving back hours later to find a delicious hot meal waiting for them. In the home, we have slow cooked for many years with a pot kept on the stove or over the fire for days on end, continually topping up with ingredients.






This whole process of slow cooking was automated in the 1960s with the first electrically powered slow cooker, which was initially produced to cook beans. This innovation was soon discovered to work just as well with other ingredients and the modern-day electric slow cooker was born.









Suits a busy lifestyle






The slow cooker is now enjoying a resurgence in popularity as the advantages it offers over conventional cooking become more compelling. With progressively busier lifestyles, we don’t want to spend hours in our kitchens slaving over the stove. More people work part time, full time or work longer hours, with both adults working in most households, thus leaving less time or energy to prepare meals. Many families spend their afternoons after school whizzing children around the locality to various activities, only to return around teatime. The prospect of spending a frantic half hour preparing a meal for hungry children can be daunting and, quite frankly, exhausting. Pre-packaged convenience ready meals may have satisfied this need for some; however, many people are turning their backs on these ‘meal solutions’, partly due to cost, some due to health reasons and many because they just don’t taste that good, and they certainly don’t taste home-cooked.









Economical and environmentally friendly






In recent years, our need to reduce our our fuel bills, and our energy consumption generally, has also meant that using a slow cooker now makes both makes economic and ecological sense. The energy consumption of a slow cooker will vary from model to model but it is estimated to be approximately 125–150 watts per hour, compared with a conventional oven which uses approximately 700W per hour. So even though you may use a slow cooker for longer, the overall consumption is still lower, especially if you cook the vegetables in the slow cooker as well! That makes it a really environmentally friendly way of cooking.






The slow cooker is a great cost-saving gadget in another way, too, as it enables us to use cheaper ingredients, again helping to ease the financial burden of life. In particular, the cost of meat is increasing and this is set to continue, especially if we choose to buy free-range or organic produce.The slow, moist cooking process is the perfect way to get tender and succulent results from the tougher cuts of meat that are so much cheaper than chops, steaks or fillets. Other less popular cuts of meat or poultry are also much cheaper to buy. Consider our obsession with the pure, creamy, low-fat chicken breast fillet; their popularity leaves us with an inexpensive, plentiful supply of thighs and drumsticks that are transformed into succulent and tasty morsels when slow cooked.









Hands-off cooking






One of the great things about using a slow cooker is that it is hands-off cooking, whereby you can just leave it to do its thing. It is very tempting to fiddle and interfere but there really is no need and you will extend the slow cooking time by lifting the lid all the time.You really can just leave it, head off to work or out for the day with the kids and not worry about it at all.There is nothing more satisfying than knowing that dinner is prepared. One friend commented that she felt particularly smug on the days when her slow cooker was doing all the work, whilst she went off and got on with other things. Another friend takes her slow cooker on holiday with her to her caravan. Where space is at a premium, the one-pot solution is perfect and she and her family can swan off for the day knowing that dinner will be ready and waiting for them when they return.The Smoky Barbecue Pork Ribs and the Texas-style Barbecue Beef were of particular interest to her as she thought that they could put these straight on the barbecue when they got back from their day out.









Healthy cooking






When considering the nutritional aspect of slow-cooked food, my view is that overall it is better. The only downside is the loss of some of the more fragile vitamins. The water-soluble vitamins and minerals will leach into the water, which stays with the food and is generally used in the gravy or sauce. If you don’t pre- brown the meat in oil, then you will cut down on the fat content of the dish and therefore the calories, although sometimes you will get better results if you pre- brown the meat in order to allow some of the fat to be drained off.This is especially true of higher-fat meats such as lamb. If you are not going to pre-brown, I would always recommend buying lean meats and minces where possible or trimming off any excess fat, as once you start cooking in the slow cooker, the fat has nowhere to go and it is most unappetising to take off the lid only to see a layer of oil on top.






In addition to these direct nutritional advantages, there are indirect ones to slow cooking too. By cooking from scratch, there is less call for fast food or ready meals, and this reduction in processed foods should benefit us nutritionally as home- cooked foods generally have reduced levels of salt and include more fresh and healthy ingredients, such as vegetables.









Vegetarian options






Surprisingly, one area in which slow cooking hasn’t quite caught on is with vegetarians. I have a number of friends and colleagues who are vegetarian and they just didn’t even think of a slow cooker being for them as they associate it very closely with meat recipes. How wrong they are! Vegetables are fabulous cooked in the slow cooker and, even better, combining pulses and beans is a doddle.






Another advantage presents itself here. If you have one vegetarian in your family, it can sometimes be hard to ensure that you are meeting their needs as you don’t just want to give them a plate of vegetables or cook an entirely different meal for them. So using the slow cooker to make up a quantity of a vegetarian meal, such as a Chickpea and Butternut Squash Curry (without the optional chicken, obviously! – see here) or a Kerala Sweet Potato and Spinach Curry, and then freezing them in batches means you can always ensure that you have a meal solution at hand. Plus it’s so simple to adapt the recipes, making the Mediterranean  Balsamic Vegetables, for  example, taking  out  a vegetarian portion and then adding some cooked prawns for the non-vegetarians.
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