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Introduction



At a time when society tells us that we should live our lives at a thousand miles an hour, why have I decided to take inspiration from a cooking process that totally goes against this train of thought? I’ll tell you why: because cooking food slowly not only is the best method for transforming basic, inexpensive ingredients into something very special, but there is also a warm feeling that develops inside knowing that the work is done and the magic is happening in the pot or slow cooker. Whether you use this time to put your feet up, take a leisurely walk with your four-legged friends or spend some time with the little ones, the choice is yours. And then the big reveal comes – that steaming stew, curry or broth can be brought to the table and devoured by a hungry family or friends who no doubt have been salivating at the aromas coming from the kitchen. It’s a win-win situation for everyone.


WHY I TURNED TO SLOW COOKING


I want to share with you two very specific moments that really stand out as shaping the direction that my life has taken. The first being in 2006 when I naively thought that entering a cooking competition called ‘Masterchef’ wouldn’t change anything in my life. Wow, how wrong was I? Still to this day the hardest thing I’ve ever taken part in, but what an experience and I’ve been living the dream ever since. I still have to pinch myself because I know how lucky I am to be living out my passion of working with food every day. I will always be thankful for the opportunity the show gave me. The second moment my life changed was the day in 2009 when my daughter Indie was born. This little chick changed everything for me. My life is dedicated to her, she has shaped me into the man I am today and I’m introducing her here because the gushing father in me talks about her every other sentence so I wouldn’t want you to be wondering who she is.


Sometimes the longer it cooks, the better


Now to make a small confession: I got kind of lost for a while. Everything that had previously led me to a career in food and cooking had fallen to one side. A combination of a busman’s holiday and having a daughter had directed my focus on food to serving up something quick, simple and easy for our meals. Now I’m not saying that’s a bad thing at all, but I didn’t realize how far I had drifted away from everything that had made me fall in love with food and cooking in the first place. Thinking about it, I realized that I craved the days where I used to wake up and immediately start to plan my dinner, whether that was through the joy of opening up a cookbook and being inspired to try something new or trying to recreate something I had eaten in a restaurant or on my travels. I had fallen into the trap of cooking only what my daughter enjoyed and not taking too many chances. Let’s be honest – any parent will tell you the crushing feeling when you slave over a dinner for your little ones, only for them to turn round and turn their noses up at it. Why do I bother? seemed to be a question I found frequently popping into my head.


I decided to find again the relaxing fulfilment of not only the preparation and cooking, but also of the eating and the happiness that comes from feeding family and friends. We can achieve fulfilment through food in many different ways, be it organized, precise preparation or ease of process, let alone the reward of eating delicious, nourishing food as a result of your labours. There is a time and a place for all types of cooking and all types of cuisines, but it was the process of slow cooking that really got my creative juices flowing and reinvigorated my passion in a big way. Since the day I started to cook, it wasn’t just the end result that I loved; it was the process, the chopping, stirring, simmering and tasting along the way that also added to the experience. Oh, and the perks, too, like sneakily devouring that first taste of the meat as it’s being carved for Sunday lunch – funnily, this sliver of meat always tastes so much better than anything I’m going to go on to eat. You know what I’m talking about!


TRANSFORMING THE MOST MODEST OF INGREDIENTS


Food can do strange things to people – in a good way, of course. Growing up, if we were lucky enough to have steak, it was a huge treat. I loved steak, just as it was; golden with a crispy edge of fat running down its length was the stuff of dreams for a growing lad. Then my dad introduced me to a simple marinade of sliced garlic and Worcestershire sauce. We used to leave it overnight and I remember the anticipation killing me. Maybe that’s why I fell in love with food – something as simple as a two-ingredient marinade can magically transform a dish you enjoy into a recipe you totally adore.


I’m not going to go all scientific on you, but at 70°C (160°F) something magical happens. At that temperature, the so-called tougher or chewier cuts of meat begin to break down and become meltingly tender and a joy to eat. Basic ingredients can blend into something spectacular. Something as simple as a beef stew using inexpensive ingredients can become a delicious hearty meal the whole family can enjoy. In recent years I have seen several unusual cuts of meat as well as old favourites such as oxtail popping up in restaurants and butchers. These are traditionally cheaper cuts that require a little more love and attention, but they sure do pack a punch in the flavour department. The process of slow cooking is by no means confined to just meat dishes – vegetables form a huge part of the slow cooking process. Onions melt away, root vegetables become tender and sweet and the possibilities are endless. Fish and shellfish must not be forgotten either; by cooking the sauce or broth over a prolonged period of time then adding the fish at the last minute, you can create dishes that are both delicate but complex in flavour. The recipes in this book can be cooked over 1 hour, 2 hours or even 8 hours, whatever your time restraints allow. Sometimes the longer it cooks, the better. Just set the oven or slow cooker to low and allow those ingredients to cook slowly.
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BUSY LIVES NEED FLEXIBLE MEALTIMES


Slow cookers are back with a bang, no longer seen as that piece of kitchen equipment that never gets used and takes pride of place in the back of the cupboard. And this sort of cooking suits all sorts, from professionals to families to students. Another reason I love the slow cooker and this way of cooking is that if need be, a family can eat at different times as the meal keeps ticking over. So if the kids are moaning that they are hungry after school, it’s good to go, and if parents want to eat later and enjoy some peace and quiet with their meal, that’s great too. The idea of eating as a family unit is a lovely one, but in reality it’s not always possible because busy lifestyles can dictate that we all eat at different times.







TIPS FOR SLOW COOKERS


1   Try not to peek. Some recipes will benefit from a quick stir, but every time you lift that lid, you will add minutes to your cooking time.


2   Don’t overcrowd the pot. Try not to fill your slow cooker over halfway.


3   I’ve adjusted the recipes to give you the amount of liquid required for the recipes, but because liquids won’t be able to reduce in the slow cooker, as a general rule of thumb you should reduce the amount of liquid required in the conventional method by around half. Alcohol, on the other hand, must be reduced before going in the slow cooker or only add a splash because a little goes a long way.


4   For some recipes you will need to bring water or stock to the boil before adding it to the slow cooker, or it will never get hot enough to cook the food.


5   As a general rule of thumb, it will take twice as long to cook a recipe on the low setting as the high setting. Be mindful that a lot of slow cooker recipes use ingredients that benefit from a slow cooking process, so try not to be tempted to cut corners.


6   When finishing recipes, dairy should be added towards the end of the cooking time, so stir through cream and yogurt just before serving.





HOW SLOW WILL YOU GO?


Don‘t own a slow cooker? Don‘t panic! All the recipes in this book can be cooked either conventionally in the oven or in your slow cooker, so whichever way you decide to go, both bases are covered. What you’re getting here is a two-for-one bonus – twice as much work for me in testing these recipes to make it twice as easy for you!


In addition to tasty, heart-warming recipes that you can serve up to your family and friends, be it from a few store cupboard ingredients or trying an exciting new ingredient or a familiar ingredient in a new way, you will also find some really useful tips scattered throughout this book and even some time-saving techniques, should you need them.


My ethos on food is simple. There are no fad diets or crazes, I simply cook and eat what I enjoy and use ingredients that are readily available and easily accessible but always with a mind on using the best-quality produce that I can lay my hands on. It’s a cliché but I love to cook and I think that love comes through in the food. Feed the body and nourish the soul.


TRICKS TO GET AHEAD


If I have a busy day ahead of me, I prep my meals the evening before, then before I head out the door in the morning, I just dump the ingredients into my slow cooker, switch on the heat and away I go.


You do need to get organized when you have a little more time on your hands, so making an allowance for knocking up a batch of Time Saver Onions, Garlic Base or Curry Base (and keep an eye out for the clock icon) will make life easier in the long run. Planning your meals will not only save you time, but by shopping this way it will be easier on your pocket too.


All the recipes can be cooked in the oven or in your slow cooker
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TIME SAVER RECIPES [image: Illustration]



Many great recipes rely on the cook layering the flavours within the dish. For me, the base of many classics is beautifully sweet, sticky and golden onions. Sure, you could just pop a raw sliced onion into your slow cooker, but by preparing ahead and having these time savers in the freezer, you can throw them straight in – no messing, no faffing, just bags of flavour added into your recipe with minimum effort. These three versions will ensure your meal prep will be quick and easy. The clock icon has been included in every recipe where you can use these time saver recipes.


TIME SAVER ONIONS


MAKES 6 PORTIONS


8 large onions, approx. 1 kg (2 lb 4 oz)


4 tablespoons oil


50 g (1¾ oz) unsalted butter


salt and pepper


6 small freezer bags



TIME SAVER GARLIC BASE


MAKES 6 PORTIONS


8 large onions, approx. 1 kg (2 lb 4 oz)


4 tablespoons oil


50 g (1¾ oz) unsalted butter


1 head of garlic, crushed


6 small freezer bags



TIME SAVER CURRY BASE


MAKES 6 PORTIONS


8 large onions, approx. 1 kg (2 lb 4 oz)


4 tablespoons oil


50 g (1¾ oz) unsalted butter


1 head of garlic, crushed


200 g (7 oz) fresh root ginger, grated


6 small freezer bags



CONVENTIONAL METHOD


1    Peel and finely slice or dice your onions. Add the oil and butter to a large pan set over a low to medium heat, then add the onions and season with salt and pepper. Cook for 20–25 minutes, stirring frequently. This may seem like a long time, but for this amount of onions, you will need it. The onions will go a beautiful golden colour. If making the Garlic Base or Curry Base, add the additional ingredients at this stage and cook for a further 2–3 minutes.


2    Portion into labelled freezer bags, then leave to cool. Pop into the freezer and use within 3 months.


SLOW COOKER METHOD


1    Place all the ingredients in your slow cooker along with a good pinch of salt and pepper. Stir well, then pop on the lid and cook on the low setting for 8 hours.


 


TIP


To use the time saver recipes straight from frozen, run the ziplock bag under a hot tap for a few seconds before tipping into your slow cooker.
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THREE CHEESE MAC WITH CHORIZO CRUMB


CAPRESE CHICKEN MELT


LOADED BAKED HASSELBACK SWEET POTATOES


STICKY CHERRY COLA BABY BACK RIBS


SLOW-COOKED BEEF RAGÙ


HUNGARIAN GOULASH


SOMERSET CIDER BRAISED CHICKEN


FISH STEW BOUILLABAISSE


CREOLE CHICKEN AND SHRIMP GUMBO


STICKY HOISIN DUCK DOGS


ITALIAN POLENTA BAKE


CHAR SUI SHREDDED BEEF


CARIBBEAN LAMB CURRY


SLOW COOKER VEGETABLE LASAGNE





This chapter showcases dishes to be served up when I have family coming over for dinner and there are some stunners in here. Indie loves the Sticky Cherry Cola Baby Back Ribs. Cooking the ribs slowly means the meat is beautifully tender and falling off the bone. This is a dream combination alongside the Three Cheese Mac with Chorizo Crumb.


Spending time around the family dinner table seems to be something we are rapidly forgetting how to do. I find that making the effort to put a meal on the table that the whole family will enjoy inspires that time together. Now, if you have kids and they are anything like my little chick, Indie, it’s hard to drag them away from their toys, tablets and books. But when the aromas start to waft around the house, they will soon come running.


One of my favourite dishes growing up was a classic spaghetti Bolognese complete with that awful dried Parmesan you had to shake out of a cardboard tube. Adults and kids alike will love my Slow-Cooked Beef Ragù version, but I ask you one thing: please use fresh Parmesan cheese to grate over the top!
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THREE CHEESE MAC WITH CHORIZO CRUMB


Mac ’n’ cheese has had a massive renaissance in recent years. In fact, you would probably be hard pressed to find a trendy restaurant without it on the menu. My version is a real cheat’s treat. Out goes the time-consuming white sauce and in comes time-saving store cupboard ingredients. I promise that the whole family will love this one – the team on the photo shoot demolished it in minutes.


SERVES 4


400 g (14 oz) dried macaroni pasta


1 x 410 g (14½ oz) can of evaporated milk


600 ml (20 fl oz) milk (slow cooker method only)


100 g (3½ oz) Cheddar cheese, grated


100 g (3½ oz) Monterey Jack cheese, grated


50 g (1¾ oz) Parmesan cheese, grated


4 tablespoons tomato ketchup


1 teaspoon Dijon mustard


½ teaspoon garlic powder


Couple of drops of hot sauce (optional)


Salt and pepper


Crisp side salad, to serve


Chorizo crumb:


3 tablespoons olive oil or 40 g (1½ oz) butter


100 g (3½ oz) chorizo sausage, cut into very small dice


1 small ciabatta roll, grated or blitzed to large crumbs


CONVENTIONAL METHOD


1   Preheat the oven to 190°C (375°F), Gas Mark 5.


2   Cook the macaroni according to the packet instructions. Drain and set aside.


3   While the pasta is cooking, make the chorizo crumb. Heat the oil or butter in a pan, then add the chorizo and cook for a couple of minutes. Throw in the breadcrumbs and cook over a medium heat for 1 minute. Remove from the heat and set aside.


4   Pour the evaporated milk into a separate pan, then add two-thirds of the grated cheese along with the ketchup, mustard and garlic powder and stir until melted. Season and add hot sauce to taste (if using). Add the pasta and stir to make sure it’s well combined. Transfer to an ovenproof baking dish, then sprinkle with the remaining cheese and the chorizo crumb.


5   Bake in the oven for 20 minutes, until golden. Leave to stand for a few minutes before serving with a crisp side salad.


SLOW COOKER METHOD


1   Pop your pasta into your slow cooker, then add the evaporated milk, milk and two-thirds of the grated cheese along with the ketchup, mustard and garlic powder. Season and add hot sauce to taste (if using) and stir well. Press down to make sure the pasta is submerged.


2   Cook on the low setting for 2 hours. Remove the lid, stir and add a little more milk if it needs it, then scatter over the remaining cheese. Cook for a further 30 minutes.


3   To make the chorizo crumb, heat the oil or butter in a pan, then add the chorizo and cook for a couple of minutes. Throw in the breadcrumbs and cook over a medium heat for 3–4 minutes, until golden.


4   Scatter the chorizo crumb over the mac ’n’ cheese. Serve with a crisp side salad.
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CAPRESE CHICKEN MELT


Something magical happens when you roast tomatoes – the already sweet tomatoes start to dry out and the flavour intensifies tenfold. This recipe is based on one of my favourite dishes, the Caprese salad of tomato, mozzarella and basil. I’m not quite sure how these three humble ingredients can be such an incredible taste sensation when eaten together, but I’m not going to complain. You can put all the ingredients uncooked into your slow cooker for ease, but I like to start the process in a pan because I find that the tomatoes release too much liquid into the pot.


SERVES 4


1–2 tablespoons olive oil


4 chicken breasts, skin on


1 red onion, thinly sliced


200 g (7 oz) baby plum tomatoes, halved


1 x 150 g (5½ oz) ball of mozzarella, sliced


1 small ciabatta roll, torn into chunks


Small bunch of basil, shredded


Salt and pepper


Dressing:


4 teaspoons olive oil


4 teaspoons balsamic vinegar


1 tablespoon runny honey


2 garlic cloves, crushed


To serve:


Sauté potatoes


Crisp side salad


CONVENTIONAL METHOD


1   Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F), Gas Mark 4.


2   Heat the oil in a large shallow ovenproof pan set over a medium to high heat. Add the chicken breasts, skin side down, and cook for 3–4 minutes, until golden. Remove from the pan, then pop in the onion and tomatoes, reduce the heat and cook for a few minutes.


3   Add the chicken breasts back in, season with salt and pepper and transfer to the oven. Cook, uncovered, for 20 minutes.


4   While the chicken is in the oven, whisk together the oil, vinegar, honey and garlic for the dressing. Remove the pan from the oven, then pour over the dressing. Place the slices of mozzarella on the chicken breasts, season with a little more pepper and scatter in the torn ciabatta. Return to the oven and cook for a further 10 minutes, until the chicken has cooked through.


5   Before serving, scatter over the fresh basil. Serve with some sauté potatoes and a crisp salad on the side.


SLOW COOKER METHOD


1   Follow step 2 of the conventional method.


2   Scatter the cooked onion and tomatoes in your slow cooker, then season with salt and pepper. Place the golden chicken breasts on top, pop on the lid and cook on the low setting for 4½ hours.


3   While the chicken is in the slow cooker, whisk together the oil, vinegar, honey and garlic for the dressing.


4   Once the cooking time has elapsed, pour the dressing over the chicken, onion and tomatoes, then lay the mozzarella on the chicken breasts, pop the lid back on and cook on the high setting for a further 30 minutes.


5   Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F), Gas Mark 4. Place the ciabatta chunks on a baking tray and cook in the oven for 10 minutes. Before serving the chicken, scatter over the croutons and fresh basil. Serve with some sauté potatoes and a crisp salad on the side.
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LOADED BAKED HASSELBACK SWEET POTATOES


Like many people I got into eating sweet potatoes in a big way a few years ago. I like them roasted, wedged, mashed, chipped or, my favourite, baked! Cooked this way, they become almost sticky in texture. Load them whichever way you like – even a simple knob of butter is delicious, but I love to go way over the top with cheese, smoky chorizo and soured cream to cut through the richness. You have to try these.


SERVES 4


4 medium sweet potatoes, unpeeled


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons garlic butter, melted


150 g (5½ oz) Cheddar cheese, thinly sliced


100 g (3½ oz) chorizo sausage, cubed


150 ml (¼ pint) soured cream


4 spring onions, thinly sliced


1 jalapeño, deseeded and thinly sliced (optional)


Salt and pepper


CONVENTIONAL METHOD


1   Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F), Gas Mark 4. Line a baking sheet with foil.


2   Slice the sweet potatoes at 2 cm (¾ inch) intervals, cutting two-thirds of the way down. Aim for 6–7 cuts per potato. Rub the potatoes with the oil, making sure you get a good coating, then season with a pinch of salt and pepper.


3   Place on the foil-lined baking sheet and roast in the oven for 45 minutes. Remove from the oven, then run a fork across the top of the potatoes to fan them out. Brush over the garlic butter, then place some thin slices of Cheddar in between alternate cuts in the potato. Return to the oven for 10 minutes, until the cheese has melted.


4   Meanwhile, fry the chorizo in a dry pan over a medium heat until golden. This will take 3–4 minutes.


5   Pop the potatoes onto serving plates, then drizzle over the soured cream and sprinkle over the crispy chorizo, spring onions and jalapeño. I also like to drizzle over any chorizo oil left in the pan from frying.


SLOW COOKER METHOD


1   Follow step 2 of the conventional method.


2   Line your slow cooker with a large sheet of nonstick baking paper – just scrunch it in there, don’t be too precise. Add the potatoes, put on the lid and cook on the high setting for 4 hours.


3   Remove the potatoes from the slow cooker and run a fork across the top of them to fan them out. Brush over the garlic butter, then place some thin slices of Cheddar in between alternate cuts in the potato. Return to the slow cooker and leave the lid slightly ajar. Cook for a further 30 minutes, until the cheese has melted.


4   Follow steps 4–5 of the conventional method.


TIP


Make sure you line your baking sheet with foil if using the conventional method, otherwise it will be very difficult to clean.






STICKY CHERRY COLA BABY BACK RIBS


The thing we all look for when tucking in to a rack of sticky glazed pork ribs is for the meat to literally fall from the bone. The only way to achieve this is to cook them very slowly. The traditional American way is to smoke them gently in a pit or barbecue, but with a little love you can replicate that flavour with amazing results in your oven or slow cooker. It starts with a dry rub and finishes with a sticky cola glaze. It also works really well with other soda flavours, like dandelion and burdock or ginger beer. Just don’t use a sugar-free cola or soda, otherwise it won’t reduce down to a syrup.


SERVES 4


2 racks of baby back ribs, approx. 1 kg (2 lb 4 oz)


Spring onions, sliced, to serve


Dry rub:


1 tablespoon smoked paprika


1 tablespoon garlic powder


1 tablespoon ground black pepper


1 teaspoon salt


Cherry cola barbecue sauce:


1 small onion, finely diced


2 garlic cloves, crushed


1 x 330 ml (11½ fl oz) can of cherry cola


100 ml (3½ fl oz) barbecue sauce


1 heaped tablespoon tomato purée


1 tablespoon grated fresh root ginger


CONVENTIONAL METHOD


1   Prepare the racks by removing the membrane from the back of the ribs. Mix all the dry rub ingredients together in a bowl. Place the ribs on a baking tray and sprinkle over the dry rub, then massage it in until the ribs are covered. Wrap the ribs in clingfilm and leave to marinate for as long as you can – overnight would be great.


2   Preheat the oven to 150°C (300°F), Gas Mark 2.


3   Remove the ribs from the clingfilm and wrap tightly in a double layer of foil. Pop the wrapped ribs on a clean baking tray and put into the oven to cook for 3 hours.


4   When the ribs come out of the oven, preheat the grill.


5   Put all the cola barbecue sauce ingredients in a pan and reduce down until thick and syrupy.


6   Remove the ribs from the foil and place them under the hot grill for a few minutes, basting frequently with the barbecue sauce. Serve with a scattering of spring onions.


SLOW COOKER METHOD


1   Follow step 1 of the conventional method.


2   Mix together all the cola barbecue sauce ingredients in a small bowl.


3   Place the ribs vertically in your slow cooker, thicker side down and with the meatier side facing the interior of the pot. Pour the barbecue sauce over the ribs, then cover with the lid and cook on the low setting for 8 hours.


4   Preheat the grill.


5   Gently remove the ribs from the slow cooker, then pour the liquid into a pan and reduce until thickened. At this point you can place the ribs under the hot grill for a few minutes, basting frequently with the barbecue sauce. Serve with a scattering of spring onions.
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SLOW-COOKED BEEF RAGÙ


I’ve tried out so many Bolognese and ragù recipes over the years, but this one truly is the best. Okay, there may be a few ingredients in here, like the milk, that might sound strange, but trust me, it works. The milk adds a real richness to this ultimate version of a family classic. I love to serve this with crispy fried gnocchi, a generous grating of Parmesan cheese and some freshly torn basil.


SERVES 4


1–2 tablespoons olive oil


600 g (1 lb 5 oz) skirt steak, cut into 2.5 cm (1 inch) cubes


2 tablespoons plain flour seasoned with salt and pepper


100 g (3½ oz) smoked pancetta or smoked streaky bacon, cubed


2 onions, finely diced


1 large carrot, finely diced


3 celery sticks, finely diced


5 garlic cloves, crushed


1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh rosemary
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