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Introduction



In 2010, I wrote Slow Cook, Fast Food, which was a popular slow cook and one pot recipe book. This book has taken my favourite slow cook recipes along with plenty of new ones and given them a healthy twist – so now, you can enjoy the simplicity of slow cooking whilst watching your weight and following a healthier lifestyle. I hope you enjoy it.


The joy of slow cook


Slow cookers have been around since the 1970s. At the time, they were seen to be the perfect way to tenderise cheap pieces of meat, and to create simple and wholesome meals for busy families. Our desire to be thrifty, plus create wholesome meals has seen a resurrection for the slow cooker . . . and about time to I think!


The key to successful slow cooker dishes is to be organised. Slow cook meals need to be planned in advance – there is no point coming home after a busy day and then thinking of putting something in the slow cooker. You need to organise your life and in most cases prepare the food in the morning or night before. Don’t panic, this does not have to be as arduous as it sounds. Around 15–30 minutes maximum spent in preparation and you will have a wonderful, nutritious and warm meal waiting for you when you come home from work. I love the simplicity of the slow cooker. You fill it with your ingredients (no need to sauté, brown off or similar unless you want to brown the meat), pop the lid on and walk away for 4–10 hours depending on the setting, and because the slow cooker cooks slowly, the nutrients are preserved. Because the food is cooked slowly, it won’t spoil if you want to delay dinner for half an hour – invaluable if like me, everyone seems to call just as I am about to serve dinner.


For those of us concerned about saving money – the slow cooker claims to use no more electricity than a light bulb. Fill it with cheaper cuts of meat, cooked slowly, to produce tender and tasty dishes. You can also make delicious soups, puddings and even conserves and chutneys. I love making chutneys. There is something magical about using up any unwanted ingredients and creating something special. Chutney making brings out the domestic goddess in me – I just wish I had a Victorian-style pantry to place them all in.


Enjoy experimenting with your slow cooker. I have by trial and error, perfected cakes, sponge puddings and delicious mugs of hot chocolate brownies. Vegetables, particularly root vegetables, take the longest time to cook. Seafood, dairy and frozen vegetables only need to be added in the last half hour or hour of cooking. Fresh herbs can lose their flavour so it is often best to use dried herbs and only add fresh herbs in the last half an hour of cooking time. Your slow cooker should come with an instruction booklet which can explain this in more detail or have a look at the next chapter for a more detailed explanation.


Don’t forget your slow cooker at Christmas, you can steam your Christmas pudding, prepare you mulled wine and prepare your gammon joint. Any leftover turkey can be turned into a delicious casserole, leaving you time to sit back and enjoy Christmas without slaving over a hot stove.
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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. It was incredibly popular, but sadly became relegated to kitchen cupboards as we moved into the Thatcher years of ‘loads of money’ when our need to live a frugal life ceased to have relevance. Cheaper cuts of meats ceased to be 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 these clever machines not only can save us time, they are also superior nutritionally.


Where to buy


You can buy slow cookers from as little as £15 from your supermarket, electrical store or Argos. If you are a member of Freecycle, you may find someone is giving one away, or you could put out a wanted request. Bootsales are also a great place for picking up a bargain. I have a crock pot and a stainless steel slow cooker. I know it sounds extravagant, but sometimes I am cooking two dishes at the same time; either a dessert and a main meal, or two main meals if I am trying to get ahead or use up fresh ingredients.


Size matters


Think about the size of the machine. Some look quite big but when you take it apart and look at the actual size of the stock pot, you may be shocked. 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 actually view the machines – even if you don’t buy from them, it will give you an idea of the machines on sale and what your requirements are.


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 did not notice much difference in the taste, just colour sometimes. If you are cooking whole chicken, for example, remember that this will not brown, so may look a bit unappealing. Coating the meat with flour can also help if you want a thicker sauce – remember the slow cooker doesn’t lose 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! If you prefer to brown your meat or sauté your vegetables before placing in the slow cooker, you can use your hob. I use a large sauté pan, add some vegetables and the meat, and if I want to hurry things along, I may add all the ingredients and bring to the boil before transferring to the slow cooker. You may find that your slow cooker has a sauté facility, others come with hob-proof dishes, allowing you to transfer from one source to the other. You will need to refer to your manufacturer’s instructions for more information.


Cooking techniques


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


• Some cookers need to be preheated, which can take up to 15 minutes, others heat up fast so you may not need to do this (refer to your manufacturer’s recommendations).


• As a general rule of thumb, one hour in a conventional oven equates to 2–3 hours on high in a slow cooker, or 6 hours on low heat. Some slow cookers have an auto setting – this basically means it heats up on high quickly then when it reaches temperature, reverts to low for remainder of the cooking. This helps 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 just want to keep it warm, but really, the low setting is enough and food can cook for 10 hours without starting to spoil.


• You may need to adjust the liquid content of your dish depending on your personal taste but remember you do need liquid in order to cook the food – all food must be submersed in the 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 the soups or casseroles – to do this, add 1–2 teaspoons of cornflower to a small amount of water, mix thoroughly before adding to the food. Turn the temperature to high and cook for 30 minutes until it thickens. Adding more water or stock is simple and can be done at any stage.


• The key point to remember about slow cooking is that once you start cooking, you shouldn’t keep removing the lid as this reduces the temperature and then it takes 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 necessary – ideally just when it finishes cooking 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!).


• 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, it 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 only be added in the last 30 minutes of cooking time.


• When adding liquids such as stock or water, to maintain the temperature, it is better to use warm liquids (not boiling) rather than cold.


• Pasta should only be added in the last 30 minutes of cooking time as it goes very soggy and breaks up for longer cooking times.


• Fresh herbs can be used but tend to lose the intense flavours for longer cooking times. If I am using fresh herbs, I add in the last 30 minutes of cooking.


• 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 simply chopping them into smaller chunks. Make sure the vegetables are thoroughly immersed in the stock – ideally on 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 can be a different texture from oven baked. I think it is more personal taste. Some may not like the moist, almost bread pudding type texture of the fruit cakes. I have cooked cakes simply by placing the cake dish in the slow cooker and adding water to the base creating a bain marie – which works well with sponge puddings and Christmas pudding. The most popular recipe in my house is the hot chocolate orange brownie mugs.


Freezing


If you want to get ahead, why not double up the recipe and freeze some. To do this make sure you remove the dish from the slow cook and allow it to chill thoroughly before freezing. You can buy special freezer bags for more liquid meals such as soups or casseroles. These can be more expensive than normal freezer bags – one tip is to place a normal freezer bag in a bowl. Add the food and freeze – removing the bag from the bowl once it is frozen. Make sure it is completely defrosted before reheating – you can reheat in a saucepan, but please make sure it is thoroughly reheated before serving.
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Healthy Eating Tips


The food we eat is generally seen in three categories (protein, carbohydrates and fats). Food also contains minerals, vitamins, phytonutrients, antioxidants, fibre and water.


Protein – Protein is essential for the body. Imagine a brick wall – protein is the wall, but each brick is an amino acid. These amino acids (and there are loads of them) play a role in everything within our body – from digestion (forming digestive enzymes) to neurotransmitters in the brain. Without protein we would not survive.


You can find protein in lots of foods but the strongest sources are meat, fish, beans (such as chick peas, haricot beans, etc.), lentils, some dairy and eggs. One of the great things about protein for dieters is when carbohydrates are eaten with protein, it slows down the absorption of the carbohydrates, which in turn reduces the rise in blood sugar, which in turn reduces excess glucose converting into fat and it also keeps you fuller for longer.


Carbohydrates – Carbohydrates are essential for our bodies – which is why people on the Atkins diet have so many health problems when the reduce their carbohydrates dramatically. Carbohydrates are converted in the liver into glucose. Glucose is the fuel for our body – cells need it to survive. Glucose is pushed out of your liver and enters your blood stream. It is dangerous to have glucose in your blood stream, so your body produces insulin to help get rid of it. It is then transported to muscle where it is stored as glycogen, or more commonly it converts the glucose to fat. When glucose remains in the bloodstream too long, the sugar actually coats the red blood cell, and that makes the blood cell stiff. That interferes with blood circulation, causing cholesterol to build up on the inside lining of the blood vessel. It can take years for the damage to become apparent, but smaller, more fragile blood vessels such as those in the eyes, kidneys and feet are most at risk.


If you eat a high carbohydrate diet, you cause high levels of glucose to enter the blood stream – more insulin to be produced and more conversion to fat. If this continues, your body will stop listening to the signals to produce insulin and you will start to develop type 2 diabetes.


Carbohydrates fall into two categories – refined carbohydrates and complex carbohydrates. Refined carbohydrates are the foods that have been altered – normally meaning the goodness has been taken out. Think of white flour, white pasta, sugar, and the multitude of foods that contain white flour and sugar. Most nutritionists now believe that carbohydrates are responsible for obesity. Calorie controlled diets are often high in carbohydrates because carbohydrates have lower calories than fat, which helps explain why people say they can’t shift the fat around the middle even after following strict diets. When you become insulin resistant, your body also stops breaking down fats already stored in the body, therefore once fat, you stay fat until you address the glucose situation.


If you think of the Western diet, it is mainly high in refined carbohydrates and bad fats – both of which convert within the body to fat. It is hardly surprising that obesity is on the rise.


Complex carbohydrates, on the other hand, are good for you – they are the wholegrains, brown pasta, brown rice, nuts, seeds – basically whole foods. Complex carbohydrates are much slower to digest as they have additional nutrients including protein and have a high quantity of fibre, all of which slows down the absorption of the carbohydrates, meaning you are not only fuller for longer, but you also avoid those nasty sugar highs and lows shown above.
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OVEN TEMPERATURES

Metric Imperial Celsius Fahrenheit
25g loz 110°C 225°F
50g 20z 120°C 250°F
75¢ 30z 140°C 275°F
100g 40z 150°C 300°F
150g 50z 160°C 325°F
175¢g 60z 180°C 350°F
200g 70z 190°C 375°F
225g 8oz 200°C 400°F
250g 90z 220°C 425°F
300g 100z 230°C 450°F
350g 120z 240°C 475°F
400g 140z

450g 1ib

LiQuips MEASUREMENTS

Metric Imperial US cup Metric Imperial
5ml 1 tsp 1 tsp 5cm 2in
15ml 1 tbsp 1 tbsp 10cm 4in
50ml 2fl 0z 3 tbsp 13cm 5in
60ml 2ifl 0z +cup 15cm 6in
75ml 3fl oz 1cup 18cm 7in
100ml 4floz scantj cup 20cm 8in
125ml 43l 0z 1 cup 25cm 10in
150ml 5fl 0z 2 cup 30cm 12in
200ml 7floz  scant 1 cup

250ml 9fl 0z 1 cup

300ml ipt 11 cups

350ml 12l 0z 11 cups

400ml Ipt 12 cups

500ml 17fl 0z 2 cups

600ml 1pt 24 cups
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