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I am a passionate advocate of the low-carb lifestyle, having myself followed a low-carb, high-fat (LCHF) diet (also known as the Banting diet), which also includes an avoidance of sugar, for a couple of years now. I have also placed several of my clients on this regime with amazing results. It is an honest way of eating – avoiding processed foods, and opting instead to eat real food, high in natural fats, and moderate in protein and low-complex carbohydrates. This book is a natural follow-on from my Sugar-Free Family Cookbook, which also adheres to low-carb principles. I adore using my slow cooker, so combining the positive benefits of slow cooking with low carb is a perfect fit for me.


I want to encourage you to eat lots more good fats – such as oily fish, good oils, nuts and seeds – all of which will have calorie-counting experts jumping up and down with frustration. We need oil in our diets – it is crucial for good health inside and out, so those who advocate a strict low-fat diet will not only suffer from more ill health, but also start to go wrinkly quicker!


One of the other drawbacks of low-fat diets is that when people concentrate so much on things being low in fat, they forget to look at what else is going on in their diet. Low-fat diets can often be high in carbohydrates (and I’m talking the bad carbs – think white flour, sugar, white pasta and so on). They are often low in fibre and lack essential fatty acids.


I recommend using more natural sugar substitutes such as xylitol, erythritol blends like Sukrin or Natvia, or stevia – all of which are explained in Chapter 2 (see pages 10–12). There is a very strong link between obesity and our consumption of sugary foods – hence my strictness when it comes to using sugar. It is in everything we eat, and when we have high levels of sugar, it converts to glucose and can raise our blood sugar levels. To stabilise this and remove dangerous glucose from our bloodstream, our body produces insulin. However, the glucose isn’t broken down and excreted as we may hope, but is converted to fat. Sadly, not only does our body convert excess glucose into fat, but it can also inhibit us from breaking down that fat. I won’t get too technical, but please trust me on this; if you only take one thing from this book it is to reduce or ideally eliminate sugar. I know xylitol, erythritol and stevia are more expensive to buy than sugar, but their health benefits are huge. As you progress on your low-carb journey, you will crave less and less sugar.


Do take the time to look at the informative chapters at the beginning of the book – they are there to help and support you on your journey towards better health, and also include information on how to use your slow cooker.


I always welcome emails from readers and any feedback on how you get on with my books. Visit my website at www.sarahflower.co.uk., where you will also find links to my Facebook groups and pages. I also update new recipes and ideas on my blog, so keep a lookout for them, and you can follow me on Twitter – MsSarahFlower. If you have enjoyed this book, I hope you will recommend it to others.


Good luck and good health.


Sarah Flower
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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, since they could create wholesome meals ready for your return after a busy day. They were incredibly popular, but sadly were relegated to kitchen cupboards as we moved into the Thatcher years of ‘loadsamoney’, when our need to live a frugal life ceased to have relevance. Cheaper cuts of meats stopped being popular, so there seemed to be no real reason to keep a slow cooker in our kitchens. The microwave oven 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 of these clever machines as we realise that they can not only save us time, but are also superior nutritionally.
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You can buy slow cookers from as little as £15, and there is an increasing demand for multi-cookers, of which I am a huge fan. When purchasing a slow cooker or multi-cooker, it is important to consider how it is going to be used. Think about the size of the machine. Some look quite big, but the actual size of the stock pot may not be as big as you need. 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 one from the store, seeing a selection will give you an idea of the machines on sale and what your requirements are.



Multi-cookers


I am a massive fan of the slow cooker and thought I knew all there is to know about these machines. That was until I discovered the multi-cooker. Initially I thought it was a bit of a gimmick – stating that it can steam, slow cook, roast, sauté and bake – but it has won me over. I have reviewed several of these machines, but the Crock-Pot Multi-Cooker is the one I favour and has now taken pride of place on my kitchen worktop.


Some slow cookers have a sauté option, which allows you to sauté on five different temperature settings, though I’ve found this option a bit hit and miss. However, the multi-cooker really is an all-in-one cooking experience. The slow-cooker function allows you to choose high, low or warm settings. Once the cooking time has been reached, the slow cooker automatically switches to warm mode – perfect if you are late home for dinner. The roasting rack can be used on either a low or high setting, depending on the size of the joint you are cooking. When cooking a small joint of beef, for example, I seal it first with the sauté function, then add some vegetables to the base, before popping in the beef joint on top and switching the cooker to roast for forty-five minutes. The joint cooks perfectly, and the vegetables and juices at the base make a delicious stock. I allow the beef to rest, wash out the crock-pot bowl, add some water to the base and steam the vegetables in seven minutes. So easy.


To sauté or not to sauté


Recipes often tell you to initially sauté onions or brown meat. I have tried both including this step and omitting it, and to be honest I really did not notice much difference in flavour, though the colour of the ingredients is more appealing if you do brown them, and browning also helps to seal meat. If you are cooking a whole chicken, for example, it will not brown when cooked without sealing, so may look a little less appetising to serve. Sautéing chicken additionally prevents it from flaking into a dish. Coating meat with a low-carb, grain-free flour can also help if you want a thicker sauce – a slow cooker does not lose that much liquid, and you may find that you need to thicken the liquid in your dishes until you get used to the way your machine works. All multi-cookers offer a sauté option, and 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 the manufacturer’s instructions for more information about your machine. Each recipe details both techniques, allowing you to choose which one you prefer.


Cooking techniques


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


♦ As a general rule of thumb, an hour in a conventional oven equates to 2–3 hours on high in a slow cooker, or six hours on low heat. Some slow cookers have an auto setting – this basically means that the cooker heats up quickly on high, and on reaching the required temperature, reverts to low for the remainder of the cooking. This helps food, especially meat, reach a safe temperature quickly. Some machines have a warm setting, which is useful when food in the cooker has reached its maximum cooking time and you just want to keep it warm. Really, however, the low setting is enough and food can cook for ten hours without starting to spoil.


♦ You may need to adjust the liquid content of a dish, depending on your personal taste, but bear in mind that you do need liquid in order to cook the food. All food must be submerged in the liquid before cooking. Potatoes especially may bob around on top and go black, so push them into the liquid. The manufacturer’s guidelines should detail the minimum and maximum fill levels for your machine. Liquids do not evaporate as much in a slow cooker as they do when using other cooking methods, so you may need to thicken soups or casseroles. 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 begin cooking, you shouldn’t keep removing the cooker lid. Doing so reduces the temperature, so that the cooker then needs to get back up to the required temperature. The outer edge of the lid forms a seal – sometimes the cooker contents may spit or bubble at this point, but this is quite normal. Only remove the lid when absolutely necessary – ideally just at the end of the cooking period, or if necessary in the last thirty 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 these cookers do get steamed up).


♦ Always defrost any frozen ingredients (especially meat) thoroughly before placing them in a slow cooker. Though the machine is designed to cook safely at low temperatures, if it 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 thirty minutes of the cooking time.


♦ When adding liquids such as stock or water, it is best to use warm liquids (not boiling) rather than cold ones, in order to maintain the temperature.


♦ Pasta should only be added in the last thirty minutes of the cooking time as it goes very soggy and breaks up if it is cooked for longer.


♦ Fresh herbs can be used, but their intense flavours tend to be lost during long cooking times. If I am using fresh herbs, I add them in the last thirty minutes of the cooking time.
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The low-carb store cupboard


This is a rough guide to what you need when you embark on a low-carb lifestyle based really on what I use. I personally try to use everyday foods so this list is quite basic. Remember you are not stocking up on lots of processed foods but making your own, even including condiments.
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Natural sweeteners


Natural sweeteners should not be used as an excuse to eat loads and loads of sweet foods. They are a tool to help you in the transition phase to reduce your sugar cravings. The further down the road of sugar-free eating you go, the less you will crave sweet foods. You will also find that you can dramatically reduce the quantity of natural sweeteners in your recipes as your palate changes.


Xylitol


I use the Total Sweet brand of this. The name xylitol may sound slightly odd, but the word is derived from the Greek word for wood, xyl, as in xylophone, because the natural sugar alternative was first discovered in birch wood. Xylitol has now been found in a host of other plants and their fruits, such as sweetcorn and plums, but is still largely extracted from birch and beech woods in Europe today.


Xylitol looks and tastes just like normal granulated sugar, but it has a host of benefits. It has 40 per cent fewer calories than normal sugar, and less than 50 per cent of the available carbohydrates (those that are utilised by your body), but it does contain carbohydrates and therefore stimulates an insulin response, so is not suitable for everyone.


Xylitol can have a laxative effect in some people, particularly if eaten to excess. The laxative effect is caused because xylitol attracts water to it. This effect is different from one person to the next, and can change as your body gets use to xylitol. The lower your body weight the less xylitol it takes to cause the effect, so children can be affected more than adults. As a general rule, daily consumption should be limited to 5–10g per 10kg of body weight (adults and children alike).


You also need to keep xylitol, and any food made with it, well clear of dogs. As is the case with grapes and chocolates, dogs metabolise xylitol quite differently from humans and it can be very dangerous for them, even in small amounts. Don’t be tempted to give your dog anything with xylitol in it, no matter how small. It could prove fatal for it.


Erythritol blends


I use Sukrin products, but you can also use the Natvia brand. You can buy icing sugar in both these ranges. Just like xylitol, this is another sugar alcohol known as a poll, found in grapes and pears. Use this as a direct replacement for sugar in recipes, but be aware that stevia is often added to these blends as erythritol on its own is not very sweet, so you may detect a slight aftertaste.


I really like Sukrin products, especially Sukrin Gold (a brown sugar alternative, see also below). You can buy Sukrin online or from good health food stores. Unlike other sugar-free, low-calorie substitutes such as xylitol, erythritol contains zero calories. Erythritol does not affect blood sugar or insulin levels during or after consumption, making it safe for diabetics and for those following a LCHF diet. It is a little more expensive than stevia, but personally I prefer it as I don’t like the aftertaste you experience with Stevia, or some of the side effects of xylitol. You can find more information regarding Sukrin at www.sukrin.co.uk. Natvia is a new brand from Australia, and again very good. It is available in supermarkets.


Sukrin Gold


This is a great alternative to brown sugar that I use quite a lot to create a deeper sweet flavour.


Stevia


Stevia is a wild plant from subtropical forests in north-east Paraguay. Its leaves contain glycosides, the sweetening power of which is 250–400 times their equivalent in sugar. Stevia contains no calories and no carbohydrates. It does not raise blood sugar or stimulate an insulin response, so for many people it is the preferred choice.


Stevia is very sweet and the cheapest of all three sweeteners discussed here, but it does have a strange aftertaste that is hard to control. I have found that liquid stevia has less of an aftertaste, but it is really trial and error and depends on the brand you use. I have also found that some people are more sensitive to the aftertaste than others. Plus, you need very tiny amounts, so it’s a bit of a juggling act to start with.


It is very hard to gauge how much stevia to use in recipes, as it is very much down to personal taste, the product and your sensitivity to the aftertaste. If you are new to this you may prefer to use xylitol or erythritol. If you are a fan of stevia, you can still follow my recipes, but add stevia to suit your own personal taste and requirements.
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Store cupboard essentials


Nuts I use a lot of nuts – mostly almonds, pecan nuts, walnuts, hazelnuts, macadamia and Brazil nuts. I often blend fresh nuts to make nut butters and nut flours. I store unused nut flours in the freezer to prevent them from going rancid. Nuts are great for making your own granola and nut bars. You can also make spicy nuts and use them as a healthy replacement for crisps.


Cake recipes often call for almond flour. This is quite expensive, and you can use ground almonds instead. They are a little coarser in texture, but work just as well – I use them all the time.


Coconut I keep shredded coconut as well as desiccated coconut. I use shredded coconut in my granola and nut bars.


Coconut flour I don’t use a lot of this (rather using ground almonds), but it is good to have in your store cupboard. It does absorb up to ten times its volume in liquid, so you may need to add extra liquid when you are using this flour. A good ‘all-purpose’ flour is three parts almond flour to one part coconut flour. Don’t forget to use baking powder when making cakes.


Coconut oil This is absolutely essential as it is used in many recipes.


Chia seeds These little seeds are packed with goodness. They are great to use as a thickener, and make wonderful porridge and creamy desserts.


Whey powder I have not used whey powder in the recipes in this book, but I do use it to make a grain-free bread, find it useful in some grain-free cake recipes, and occasionally add it to smoothies. I buy organic, grass-fed whey powder.


Seasonings I use a lot of seasonings and make my own blends. It is best, if you can, to buy these in bulk as it will save money. I store the seasonings in small jars.


Cocoa/cacao Whether you prefer cocoa or cacao is a matter of personal preference. I prefer cacao as it is purer than cocoa, but some people find it too bitter. Look for sugar-free cocoa. If you can’t get this, you may have to opt for cocoa and add a little more natural sweetener if you find it too bitter.


Dark chocolate You can buy 95 per cent dark chocolate that is excellent (Lindt brand). Also look out for dark chocolate chips, but do check the cocoa content – the ones in supermarkets only contain about 50 per cent cocoa. Go to a health food shop or look online for better options.


Gelatine I use gelatine powder by Great Lakes as I like the grass-fed, natural variety, but you can use sheets if you prefer.


Seeds I have a range of seeds in containers in my cupboard. Flax, sesame, pumpkin and sunflower seeds are the ones I use every day. I often sauté some seeds in coconut oil and add them to my salads to make a nice crunch and add nutrients. I also use seeds in my home-made bread and crackers, and top my yoghurts with them.


Apple cider vinegar I like to drink this every day as it has some amazing health benefits. I also add it to the pot when making bone stock, as it helps to draw out the nutrients. You can use it in place of white wine vinegar in salad dressings.


Xanthium gum You can employ this powder as a thickener if you don’t use grains, instead of cornflour. Simply sprinkle on your dish and stir well. It’s also sold as Xanthan gum.


Yeast extract I use this in my cooking as it can add a good flavour. Check that your brand is sugar free.


Tinned tomatoes You can always whip up a tasty dish if you have some tinned tomatoes. I always buy the best quality I can, as I find the taste far nicer than that of cheaper brands.


Sun-dried tomatoes in oil I love the flavour of sun-dried tomatoes, but check the labels as some brands contain lots of sugar. I always have a jar of them to add to food or turn into a paste.



Fridge


Vegetables and salads My fridge always has lots of salads and vegetables in it, including avocados – a must have! Don’t let your avocados go off – you can freeze them. Frozen avocado is great to use in smoothies, guacamole and chocolate pudding.


Milk I use full-fat milk in my cooking and only keep semi-skimmed milk for visitors, for their tea or coffee, as I’ve found that most people prefer it. I drink mine black so can’t comment on that one.


Cream I buy extra-thick cream to use for puddings. I also have double cream for making sauces and to add to dishes. Cream is essential for making your own ice-cream.


Yoghurt I only buy full-fat Greek yoghurt, and add my own berries and chopped nuts to it.


Eggs These are absolutely essential. I probably get through a least twenty-four eggs a week.


Butter Another essential. I do not use any margarine or spreads.


Cheese I always have full-fat cream cheese in my fridge as I use it for puddings, pizzas and even cakes, finding it to be a great binder. It is good as a creamy sauce. I keep a variety of cheeses, including extra-mature Cheddar, brie, halloumi, Stilton and feta.


Mayonnaise There is always a jar of home-made mayonnaise in my fridge, as I love to eat salads. I don’t make up bottles of salad dressing. I tend to just make a small amount when needed, or drizzle salads with extra virgin olive oil or almond oil.


Extra virgin olive oil This is kept in a cool, dark cupboard, as heat, light and oxygen can destroy the nutrients and turn it rancid.


Berries For me, these are a must-have, though I only use a small handful at a time. I like raspberries and fresh blueberries the most. I find frozen blueberries have a very peculiar taste.


Bacon I don’t eat loads of bacon, but it is always good to have it in the fridge. I like to bake it until it is very crispy, before chopping it into small pieces to add to a salad. I also use it in my main meals and, obviously, for breakfast. I buy good-quality bacon that is not packed with water. If possible, buy bacon from your local butcher – it does not cost much more than bacon bought at a supermarket, but is far superior in quality.


Meat and fish I buy free-range organic chicken. I use beef mince, but only if it’s organic from the supermarket, or from local sources recommended by my butcher. I eat steaks with salads and also like to roast a gammon joint, using the cold meat in savoury snacks and omelettes. I tend not to buy sausages as they are full of grains, but there are now some good-quality sausages available in supermarkets containing more than 95 per cent meat (ask your butcher for recommendations). I buy fresh fish, but also keep some tuna steaks and salmon fillets in the freezer.


Carbonated sparkling water It’s controversial, I know, as some people believe it stops you from absorbing nutrients. For me, it is a refreshing drink to have occasionally with slices of lemon and lime, and it can be good if you are withdrawing from a fizzy drink habit.
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Freezer


I try to keep a range of home-made ready meals in my freezer for when I am busy and haven’t got time to put something together. Always remember to label and date anything that goes in the freezer, or it may end up being in there for months longer than it should be!


Frozen berries I tend to opt for frozen raspberries because, as already mentioned, I find that frozen blueberries have a weird taste. I use these in a variety of recipes for things like ice-cream, desserts and even jelly berry bears.


Meat and fish Though I never buy frozen meat, I do have chicken, lardons, mince and steak in my freezer – this is often because I don’t get around to eating it in time so pop it in the freezer. I also have salmon fillets and tuna steaks in the freezer.


Vegetables I keep frozen peas in my freezer. I process fresh cauliflower until it resembles rice in texture, then pop it into small bags and place them in the freezer, as I find I don’t use a whole cauliflower at once. Cauliflower processed in this way can be used to make cauliflower rice (see page 195) or mash. Broccoli can be prepared in the same way.


Bones I buy a large bag of bones (about 4kg) from my butcher for around £2 a bag. This lasts me months. I slow cook, then store the bone broth in the freezer in small freezer bag portions. I also put some in a silicon ice-cube tray to pop out when I need to add a touch of stock to a dish.
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Low-carb soups


Soups are bursting with nutrients. They are great for providing extra vegetables for your family to eat. They are also economical and easy to cook, and can be used as a snack or nutritious meal, as they are very filling. Best of all, your favourite recipes won’t need much adapting when following a low-carb, sugar-free diet. The main thing to be aware of is your stock. Be careful with any shop-bought soups as they can be full of sugar, salts and other nasties. If you or your child has a packed lunch, why not invest in a small flask and fill it with your home-made soup – perfect to fill up and warm the body, especially during the winter months. Most soups can be frozen, so fill your freezer with individual portions ready for lunches.
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Soup-making advice


Stock


Stock cubes can be quite overpowering and also high in salt and sugar. Ideally use home-made stock or even just water and fresh herbs, allowing the natural flavours to rule. At the time of writing, the only stock cubes I could find that were free from sugar were by a company called Kallo. They offer powders and cubes – not all are sugar free so you have to read the ingredients. I like the beef bouillon powder (though beef bouillon cubes contain sugar). You can also buy Marigold Swiss Vegetable Bouillon or Vecon concentrated vegetable stock. Most of these products are available from health food shops, but do check the ingredients list before buying. Try to make your own stock as it will be packed with nutrients, particularly if you use animal bones (see page 193 for bone stock recipe). You can freeze any stock you make, so cook it in batches. Where any of the recipes in this book include stock and you don’t want to make your own, you can instead add a teaspoon of yeast extract with warm water or Bovril, which is sugar free (though cubes are not); again, check the ingredients. Marmite is sugar free but some other brands contain sugar. I do, however, recommend using bone stock because of its many health benefits.


Puréeing soups


Some people like chunky soups, while others like smooth ones. It is a purely personal taste. When puréeing a soup, I use an electric hand blender (some call it a stick blender). It is simple to use and saves on washing up and messy transfer to a liquidiser (make sure the end of the blender is fully submerged in the soup, or you will end up with it everywhere). For a really fine soup, you can filter the ingredients through a sieve.


Chunky soups


Some chunky soups may benefit from a thicker stock or sauce. To achieve this, simply remove about a quarter of the soup and purée it, then return the purée to the soup. If you want to make your own stock, recipes for bone and chicken stocks are included in Chapter 9 (see pages 193–4).


Liquid – thick or thin


You may need to adjust the liquid content of a soup depending on your personal taste. When cooking in a slow cooker, less liquid evaporates than when using other cooking methods, so you may need to thicken soups – to do this, add 1–2 teaspoons xanthium gum and stir well. Alternatively, you can make a thickener using a little coconut flour and water, mixed together until combined. If you don’t mind employing grains, use cornflour with water. Place the thickener in the slow cooker, ensuring that it is evenly distributed. Turn the temperature to high and cook for 15–30 minutes until thick – alternatively, you can remove some of the chunky soup and purée it. Adding more water or stock is simple and can be done at any stage.


Pulses and beans


Adding pulses and beans to a dish is a cheap method of bulking out a meal. They also contribute essential nutrients to a dish and can keep you fuller for longer. Pulses and beans are, however, quite high in carbohydrates and for some, especially those following a LCHF diet, they are not permitted, so my recipes do not include them.


Creams


Creams, milk, Greek yoghurt and crème fraîche can sometimes separate when cooked in a slow cooker for long periods, so it’s best to add them just before serving.





This is a lovely soup for autumn, when squash is readily available. You do not have to remove the skin – it cooks well and adds a nice flavour. I like the chilli yoghurt, but if making the dish for children you might want to omit the chilli. If you are dairy free, swap the dairy yoghurt for plain coconut yoghurt or coconut cream.


Butternut Squash Soup with Spiced Yoghurt














	
SERVES 4


 


Nutritional information per serving


129 kcal


3.9g fat


15g net carbohydrates


3.5g fibre


7g protein


 


1 red onion, diced


1–2 cloves of garlic, crushed


1 tsp coriander seeds, crushed


1 butternut squash (about 400g), deseeded and diced


400ml warm water, or vegetable or bone stock


1 tsp ground coriander


Seasoning to taste


200g Greek yoghurt


1 chilli, finely chopped


1 tsp hot paprika


Seasoning to taste



	
1 Preheat your slow cooker following the manufacturer’s instructions.


2 Chop all the vegetables and add to the slow cooker. Cover with the warm stock and coriander, and season to taste.


3 Place on auto or high and cook for 6–8 hours.


When ready, taste to check the seasoning before liquidising the ingredients (I use my electric hand blender rather than transferring the ingredients to a liquidiser – this saves washing up!).


4 In a separate bowl, mix together the yoghurt, chilli and paprika.


5 To serve, place the soup in serving bowls and add a swirl or dollop of yoghurt in the centre of each.
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This is one of my favourite soup recipes and it is the perfect choice if you need to fill yourself up with healthy fat when you are following a low-carb diet.


Broccoli and Stilton Soup














	
SERVES 5


 


Nutritional information per serving


211 kcal


11.5g fat


8.6g net carbohydrates


6.9g fibre


14.2g protein


 


1 red onion, finely chopped


1 stick of celery, finely chopped


750g broccoli, roughly chopped


450ml vegetable, chicken or bone stock


150g Stilton or other blue cheese


Seasoning to taste



	
1 Preheat your slow cooker or multi-cooker following the manufacturer’s instructions.


2 Chop all the vegetables and place in the slow cooker.


3 Cover with the warm stock and cook on low for 6–7 hours.
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