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DANNII MARTIN is the author of healthy eating and lifestyle blog Hungry Healthy Happy, which provides healthier alternatives to everyone’s favourite meals that don’t sacrifice on taste. Dannii’s down-to-earth approach and simple recipes provide inspiration to a growing audience of over 200,000 followers and she is consistently ranked as one of the UK’s most influential bloggers.


As a mother to a toddler, Dannii knows how easy it can be to turn to convenience food, which is why she relies on her slow cooker to provide easy and healthy meals for her family that involve very little preparation.


After a health scare a few years ago, Dannii turned her life around with a total change of diet and exercise routine and her slow cooker featured heavily within that. Using the slow cooker to make family meals meant she had more time to dedicate to getting fit.
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DISCLAIMER

		The temperatures and timings listed in the recipes are guides as slow cookers can vary, so get to know your slow cooker. Older slow cookers or very basic ones can often cook a little hotter than they should. If your slow cooker is bubbling away and evaporating liquid, it may be best to cook on low rather than high and opt for the lower end of the recommended cooking time. If you don’t have an auto-timing switch, which ensures the slow cooker turns to warm when you have reached your specified cooking time, you may want to consider a timing plug, especially if you are out all day and can’t monitor your slow cooker.
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Top tips for choosing your Slow Cooker


Getting the most out of Slow Cooking








Two of the biggest challenges that people face when it comes to healthy eating are time and money, and the slow cooker can help with both of those. Your slow cooker can save you money by using cheaper cuts of meat, because it is cooked low and slow. They are also a great way to help reduce waste because you can use up whatever is left in your fridge. You will find that many of the recipes in this book can be easily adapted to use whatever vegetables you have that need using – so not only is using a slow cooker better for your bank balance, but reducing food waste is better for the environment, too. A slow cooker does not just save you money; it can also save you so much time in the kitchen. What could be easier than throwing it all in the slow cooker in the morning and walking in from work to the smell of your dinner cooked and ready to eat, or putting your slow cooker on before you go to bed and waking up to breakfast already cooked.


Healthy is a subjective word and what one person thinks is healthy, another person would not. But to me, being healthy means making small day-to-day changes. It is not about being restrictive and feeling deprived; it is about finding ways to increase your fruit and vegetable intake, making sure you are eating the right portion size and making lighter swaps where you can. The emphasis is on quality ingredients, but that are easily sourced from your local supermarket. I have tried to bring all of that to the 100 recipes in this book to show that healthy does not have to be boring.


When most of us think of a slow cooker meal, we think of a hearty meat stew that our grandparents would make. But, this book is here to show you that there is so much more that you can make in your slow cooker, and those meals can be light and fresh, as well as healthier versions of your favourite comfort foods. You can use your slow cooker to make everything from Mexican family favourites like Chicken Fajitas (page 91) and Nachos (page 131), to warming soups like Leek and Potato (page 39), from Saturday night burgers (pages 78 and 92), to Superfood Porridge (page 22), creamy mashed potatoes (pages 196 and 199), and so much more.


Slow cookers have made a huge comeback! No longer just thought of as an 1980s kitchen gadget for older people, they are loved by people of all ages who are looking to spend less time in the kitchen but not sacrifice on taste. Slow cookers practically cook the meal for you whilst you are free to get on with that never-ending list of things to do. Whether you love your slow cooker because it saves you time, is economical or is so easy to use, it is a must-have in any kitchen.


My journey to healthy eating and how my Slow Cooker played a part


Over ten years ago, I was finishing university and was terribly unhealthy. There is the typical student diet of takeaway and too much alcohol and then there is a level up from that, and that was where I was. The average day would consist of sugary cereal early in the morning (when I could be bothered to go to a class), a sugar-laden coffee when I got off the bus, a bacon sandwich for a second breakfast and then some crisps and chocolate between my morning classes – and that was all before lunch. Lunch was fast food or something stodgy from the university cafeteria and some cake for dessert, with a piece of fruit because that was my idea of healthy eating. Snacking through my afternoon classes with whatever I could get my hands on, because the afternoon energy slump had hit and I could barely stay awake, then it was time to go home and raid the kitchen. A ready meal or something beige and breaded from the freezer was on the menu as we started getting ready with pre-drinks for a night out. The evening only got more calorific from there with pints of cider and shots, but at least there was a lot of dancing to burn off some of the calories. And what is a night out without a takeaway on the way home? I wouldn’t know, as we always got one. Pizza or fried chicken with cheesy chips covered in mayo and then that was me finally done and ready to go home and sleep it off. Ready to wake up and start it all over again. Some days I was having over 4000 calories a day, with the only exercise being walking towards more food. It’s no wonder I felt awful all the time, had no energy and the weight was piling on.


Then one day a health scare gave me the kick I needed to make a change. I couldn’t carry on eating the way I was and abusing my body like that, so I made a vow to make small healthy changes every day to improve my health, and one of those changes was to cook everything from scratch.


Being a poor student with not much time and being a total novice in the kitchen, I decided to get a slow cooker. I figured it could do all the work for me and I could sneak in some extra vegetables to my diet, which was one of my goals. I would put the slow cooker on in the morning before classes and come home to dinner already cooked for me – no need to order a takeaway. The leftovers I took the next day for lunch, if it was something I could eat cold or add to a sandwich or salad, and although my recipe repertoire was small in the beginning, I soon started experimenting with more until I had plenty that I could add to my meal plan – many of which you will find in this book.


My philosophy when it came to healthy eating was that I didn’t want to give up any of my favourite foods. I wanted to create healthier versions of them, which is why you will still find comforting pasta dishes, burgers, tacos, stews, desserts and takeaway favourites. I just found ways to make them a little lighter, and save myself some time by cooking them in the slow cooker – time that I could spend introducing some exercise into my routine.


Cooking my own meals from scratch with very little preparation time had a huge impact on my health and not only was I seeing the number on the scale going down, but I felt amazing. I had discovered a new love and appreciation for food, rather than just using it as an emotional crutch. I was still enjoying variations of my favourite meals and I had plenty of time left over to work on all the other things that were going to contribute to a healthier and happier me. My slow cooker literally changed my life.


Once I reached my goal, 7 stone lost, and finished university, the slow cooker certainly didn’t get packed away. It was still used several times a week as I entered the working world and had even less time to prepare meals. Fast forward several years and I was pregnant with our first child and the slow cooker became my best friend. When morning sickness hit me with a big thump in the first trimester, it was hard for me to be around food for too long. I turned to anything that took barely any time at all to prepare and I could keep it warm in the slow cooker until the sickness had passed and I was ready to eat. Being totally honest, the first twelve weeks of pregnancy I barely did any cooking because the sickness was debilitating at times, so my husband took over the roll as head chef. A self-confessed novice cook, he certainly lacks confidence in the kitchen and he prefers anything that can just be thrown together and is very hard to mess up – the slow cooker was perfect for him. Already having a back catalogue of slow cooker recipes to turn to, he has since said that he loved being able to cook a delicious meal for us that hardly took any effort.


Then, when our daughter was born, our slow cooker was practically a life saver. So much so that we bought a second one so that we could cook the main meal and the side in it. As for most first-time parents, the first few months were a whirlwind of sleepless nights, googling absolutely everything the baby did, being trapped under a snoozing/feeding baby and taking photographs of every hilarious facial expression. There was no time to be stuck in the kitchen when there was this tiny person in our lives, growing up way too fast. Rather than ordering takeaway night after night, we put the slow cooker to work. Pregnancy had not been kind to my body and I gave in to pretty much every pregnancy craving that I had, so not only did I have very little time to cook, I had some extra weight to shift too.


I took things back to basics and cooked all of my favourite slow cooker meals that had helped me the first time round. We had batch-cooked loads in the final nesting weeks of pregnancy, so we had those to fall back on for lunches and we had a freshly cooked slow cooker meal every evening. I don’t know what we would have done without the slow cooker. Actually, I do: we would have ordered a lot more pizza.


Many of these recipes are baby friendly too and we used them during baby-led weaning. There are lots of recipes in this book that are marked as ‘kid-approved’ and that means either my daughter has loved eating them (she was chief taste tester when creating this book) or they are recipes that older kids will enjoy.


What I hope you have taken from reading about my journey to health is that a slow cooker really is for everyone. Whether you are a student who wants to make healthier changes, or you are climbing the career ladder with very little time to cook, a kitchen novice, pregnant or a parent with a never ending to-do list, the slow cooker can help you make healthier versions of your favourite foods while spending much less time in the kitchen.


Ten reasons to love your Slow Cooker


1  IT SAVES YOU TIME Although the recipes in this book differ in terms of preparation and cooking time, I have tried to keep them as simple and as quick to prepare as possible, because that is what the slow cooker is all about. Some of the recipes require a little cooking (or browning) before the ingredients go into the slow cooker, but the majority of the recipes just involve mixing the ingredients together and turning it on, which is why a slow cooker will save you so much time in the kitchen.


2  IT KEEPS YOUR HOUSE COOL There is nothing worse than having your oven on for an hour during the heat of summer, so avoid that by using your slow cooker. Do not sweat over the stove – just throw everything in the slow cooker and enjoy the nice weather outside. Recipes like Chipotle Pulled Chicken Burgers (page 92), BBQ Turkey and Avocado Wraps (page 50) and ‘Roasted’ Vegetable Salad (page 174) are summer favourites.


3  YOU CAN’T RUIN YOUR DINNER The slow cooker is made for people with a busy life. If you are late home from work, or you were too busy helping your kids finish their homework to concentrate on dinner, the slow cooker does not mind as it is near impossible to ruin whatever you are cooking in there. Get yourself a timer and it will switch off exactly when you want it to as well.


4  THE SMELL THAT GREETS YOU You know when you walk into a restaurant and you are greeted with all those delicious smells that fill the room? Well, using your slow cooker is exactly the same, and coming home from work you will smell your dinner as soon as you open the door, or maybe before you even reach your house. Equally, if you make one of the breakfast recipes, the smell of Carrot Cake Porridge (page 26) or Apple, Cinnamon and Vanilla Oats (page 25) will be enough to get you out of bed in the morning.


5  IT CAN SAVE YOU MONEY Now I have got your attention! Not only can a slow cooker save you money by using up what is in your fridge or making the most of cheaper cuts of meat, but it also uses less electricity than the oven.


6  IT CAN HELP WHEN FEEDING A CROWD If you have quite a few people to serve food to, like at a party or at Christmas time, then you will quickly realise how little space you have in your oven and on your hob. Your slow cooker has got you covered, as you can make one of the dishes in there. The Red Onion and Tomato Chutney (page 192) is a real crowd pleaser at parties, and you can also use the slow cooker to make various side dishes (see pages 179–208) whilst you cook the main meal in the oven.


7  IT HELPS YOU TO AVOID ORDERING TAKEAWAY With demanding jobs, before- and after-school activities, and even the family dog having a social life, the time we have left to spend in the kitchen is less than ever before. The temptation to just order a pizza when you walk in the door is strong, when even the thought of having to cook something is exhausting. If you have spent five minutes in the morning putting something in the slow cooker before heading out the door, dinner is waiting and you do not need to order a pizza, saving you calories and money – it’s a win-win!


8  IT MAKES THE TASTIEST MEAT DISHES In my opinion, slow cooking is the best way to cook meat. It just falls apart when you put your fork into it, and cooking it over time really allows for the meat to take on all the flavour from the seasonings. Perfect examples of this are the Lamb Rogan Josh (page 107) and Seasame Beef and Broccoli (page 103).


9  IT IS A GREAT WAY TO HIDE VEGETABLES If you are cooking for fussy eaters, then a slow cooker can help you to hide some extra vegetables in their meals. Slow cooking makes vegetables really soft and harder to notice. Try making Butternut Squash Macaroni Cheese (page 141) or Hidden Vegetable Pasta Sauce (page 138) and see if anyone notices that the dishes are packed full of vegetables.


10  LESS CLEANING UP As someone who hates washing up (doesn’t everyone?), this is my favourite benefit of using a slow cooker – there is minimal washing up. If you make one of the recipes that does not need any pre-cooking, then all you have to wash up is a chopping board and knife and your slow cooker bowl. Less time washing up means more time to enjoy what you love in life.


Top tips for choosing your Slow Cooker


If you do not have a slow cooker yet and you are looking to buy your first one, or if you are just looking for an upgrade, then there are some different features to consider. Slow cookers come in a wide range of sizes, with different functions, and they vary greatly in price. Finding the right one for you depends on what you are going to be using it for.
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