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Introduction


Slow cookers have to be one of the most useful, hard-working and inexpensive pieces of equipment you can have in the kitchen. They’re very user-friendly, consume comparatively little energy, and offer a really practical way of preparing a wide range of food and drink to suit all manner of circumstances, from quick meals to have ready after a long day at work, to batch cooking and even entertaining.


This book aims to offer a broad range of really delicious recipes that, thanks to the slow cooker, will hopefully become regular additions to your repertoire. The aim is to keep the preparation time to an absolute minimum and to make the recipes as quick as possible to prepare with minimum equipment. Hopefully, they will gradually become even quicker to prepare as you familiarize yourself with the process. It is never easy to set a time limit on recipe prep, given that we all have different circumstances and skill levels.


There are varying levels of preparation throughout the book. The more involved recipes will take a little more time than the simplest, but they are really worth the effort. To help you along the way, it is always a good idea to read the recipe in full before starting and to find the ingredients you need. You may wish to preheat the slow cooker on high, to warm up as you work.


If chopping ingredients is a challenge for reasons of dexterity or time, then do use pre-prepared ingredients where possible. If neither applies, improving knife skills always helps to speed up your cooking. A sharp knife, a stable board and possibly watching a tutorial online will help. You will find some useful recommendations here.


Some recipes do recommend to briefly pan-fry some ingredients before starting. This helps improve the flavour of onions and spices. There is a detectable flavour difference in doing this, but if time is tight, the recipes will work without this step: just make sure they are cooked for long enough for the flavours to develop and the onions to become tender. There is one exception based on advice I have been given by Indian cooks: fresh curry leaves should always be fried in oil before using.


There are now a wide range of electric slow cookers available to buy, with varying features, and the amount of time they take to heat up differs. It’s worth understanding which type you may wish to buy, or indeed may have already, and its functions to get the most out of it.


First, the simplest type of slow cooker. These tend to be the lower priced or older models. They have fewer functions, but they work extremely well. They have two temperature settings, low and high, plus a keep warm function. Setting them to high will mean they get really warm throughout the cooking time. The contents will get really hot and cook reasonably quickly, compared to the low setting, but they rarely get hot quickly. Therefore, you may wish to briefly pan-fry some of the core ingredients, such as onions, spices or meats in a frying pan first and then transfer the contents back into the slow cooker along with the additional ingredients. Alternatively, there are models available with hobproof cooking pots, which allow you to fry ingredients on the hob in the pot before transferring to the slow cooker, saving you valuable washing-up time.


A newer feature of many slow cookers is a searing or braising function, in addition to the high and low settings. This is very useful, and, if your budget allows, these models are really worth considering. They get hot very quickly and are so useful for flash-frying ingredients before setting them to cook on a lower heat. This function can also be used to give your dish a quick boost to speed up the cooking time, or if you need to heat it up fast.


There is also the multi-function cooker that features a slow cook setting. These are comparatively new and have a range of functions, from searing to even air-frying. They work fantastically well and are so useful for cooking efficiently. They are really useful for small kitchens or for cooking in compromised circumstances, such as the presence of builders.


Buy the size that suits your needs, but for this book, you need a minimum 2-litre (3½-pint) capacity. Larger models will work fine and indeed the recipes have been tested using much larger slow cookers. When buying kitchen kit of any sort, it is often useful to buy a larger capacity model than you need, so that you have the scope to cook on a bigger scale if needed.






Tips and Recommendations


Top ingredient recommendations


• Use chopped frozen onions, squash or soffritto.


• Substitute freshly grated root ginger with ginger paste or frozen shredded fresh root ginger.


• Swap fresh garlic with garlic paste or frozen chopped garlic. Around ½ teaspoon equates to 1 large clove.


• Frozen herbs work instead of fresh.


• When using herbs, hard, fresh herbs such as rosemary, thyme, sage, lime or curry leaves go in at the start. Add soft, fresh herbs such as parsley, coriander, dill, or tarragon at the end so they don’t lose their colour or flavour.


• Add root vegetables at the start of the cooking time, as they take time to soften.


• Add green vegetables towards the end of the cooking time. They will keep their colour if the lid is not fully closed.


• Slow cooking is a great way of cooking cheaper and fattier marbled cuts of meat. These will often work better than leaner, more premium cuts.


• Remove the skin from meat before cooking.


• Fat-marbled meat works well in slow-cooked dishes, but trim off any excess chunks of fat from the meat before cooking.


• To thicken sauces, leave the lid ajar for any liquid to cook off, or use a Roux.


• If you are using dairy products, try to use full fat. Reduced-fat products can be inclined to split.



Top equipment recommendations


• A stick blender, blender or food processor


• Wooden spoons, for non-scratch stirring


• A ladle, for serving


• A silicone whisk, for non-scratch whisking


• Nonstick baking paper


• A pudding basin
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Shakshuka


Tomato and Mascarpone Penne


Harissa and Tomato Chickpea Stew with Coriander Yogurt


Butter Bean Arrabbiata Stew


Macaroni Cheese


Chickpea, Date and Coriander Stew


Lentil Ragù


Squash, Cannellini Bean and Tomato Stew with Pesto


Chilli sin Carne


Red Lentil, Turmeric, Lemon and Spinach Stew


Aromatic Squash Noodle Soup


Pasta e fagioli






Shakshuka


This dish comes from North Africa. It’s full of flavour and the peppers are cooked until they are tender and sweet. Serve this at any time of the day, but it’s particularly popular for brunch.
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1 teaspoon olive oil


1 teaspoon cumin seeds


2 shallots, thinly sliced


4 red, yellow or orange peppers, cored, deseeded and cut into strips


4 teaspoons caster sugar


2 ripe tomatoes, roughly chopped


4 eggs


2 tablespoons chopped parsley


2 tablespoons chopped fresh coriander


salt and pepper


fresh bread, to serve


1. Set the slow cooker to high. Add the oil, cumin seeds and shallots and warm through for a minute or two. Add the peppers, sugar and tomatoes and season with salt and pepper. Cover with the lid and cook on high for 1–2 hours until the peppers are tender. The mixture will look quite dry, which is ideal.


2. Fifteen minutes before you’re ready to serve, add the eggs. Make four little wells in the peppers using the back of a spoon. Carefully crack the eggs, one at a time, into the wells. Season the eggs with a little sprinkle of salt.


3. Once the eggs have gone in, partially cover with the lid to allow any excess water to cook off. Cook on a very gentle heat for 10–15 minutes, or until the egg whites are set. Cook for longer if you’d like the yolks set. To serve, spoon out on to plates. Sprinkle with the parsley and coriander and serve with some fresh bread.
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Tomato and Mascarpone Penne


This easy recipe is so delicious and simple to prepare. It’s ideal to make in a big batch if needed, and is adored by adults and children alike. If you’d prefer a dairy-free version, just leave out the mascarpone and grated cheese topping.
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1 tablespoon olive oil


6 garlic cloves, chopped


400 g (13 oz) can chopped tomatoes


500 ml (17 fl oz) vegetable stock (see here for homemade)


400 g (13 oz) dried penne


1 teaspoon sea salt


plenty of pepper


1 teaspoon granulated sugar


1 heaped tablespoon mascarpone cheese (optional)


grated cheese, to serve


1. Set the slow cooker to high and add the oil and garlic. Warm through until fragrant.


2. Add the tomatoes and stir through, followed by the stock, penne and salt, pepper and sugar. Stir well, cover with the lid and cook on high for 30 minutes–1 hour until the pasta is cooked to your liking. If you’re using mascarpone, stir it in just before serving. Taste, adjust the seasoning and serve, topped with some grated cheese.




TIP


Pasta brands do vary somewhat in cooking time. So it’s best to check after 30 minutes, then check at 10-minute intervals.








[image: illustration]






Harissa and Tomato Chickpea Stew
with Coriander Yogurt



Make this for a very quick lunch or dinner. It’s packed full of flavour and so straightforward to put together. A warming, spicy hug in a bowl.
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2 tablespoons olive oil


4 garlic cloves, chopped


250 g (8 oz) tomatoes, chopped


2 x 400 g (13 oz) cans chickpeas


2 heaped tablespoons rose harissa


Zest of 1 unwaxed lemon, finely grated


salt


FOR THE CORIANDER YOGURT


25 g (1 oz) fresh coriander, chopped


pinch of salt


175 g (6 oz) thick yogurt, such as Greek yogurt


1. Place the oil, garlic, tomatoes, chickpeas, including their liquid, and the harissa into the slow cooker. Set to low, cover with the lid and cook for at least 3 hours until the sauce looks rich and glossy and has reduced a little.


2. Next, make the coriander yogurt by stirring the chopped coriander and salt into the yogurt. Store in the refrigerator until needed.


3. Taste the stew, and add a little salt if needed before serving.


4. Stir and serve the stew in bowls with some coriander yogurt and lemon zest spooned on top. serves
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Butter Bean Arrabbiata Stew


This is such a straightforward stew, which takes the vibrant flavours of tomatoes, chillies and garlic from an Arrabbiata pasta sauce and uses beans instead of pasta.
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2 tablespoons olive oil


4 garlic cloves, chopped


1 red chilli, deseeded and chopped


2 x 400 g (13 oz) cans butter beans, drained and rinsed


2 x 400 g (13 oz) cans chopped tomatoes


½ teaspoon sugar


1 teaspoon salt


TO SERVE


grated vegetarian Italian hard cheese, to taste


10 g (¼ oz) flat leaf parsley, chopped


1. Set the slow cooker to high. Add the oil, garlic and chilli and warm them through until they start to smell fragrant.


2. Then add the remaining ingredients, stir, cover with the lid and cook on low for at least 2 hours until the sauce is simmering and slightly thickened and the beans are fully heated through. Taste and adjust the seasoning if you need to. You might wish to add a little more salt or sugar.


3. Serve in bowls, topped with grated cheese and the parsley. Any leftovers will keep very well in the refrigerator for up to 5 days and will reheat quickly and successfully.




TIP


Butter beans work particularly well here, with their firmer texture, but you can use any white beans as an alternative.
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Macaroni Cheese


This is a delicious, full-flavoured macaroni cheese. For even more flavour, substitute 50 g (2 oz) of the cheese with vegetarian Italian hard cheese. If you’d like a milder cheese flavour, perhaps for children, simply use a milder cheese and perhaps less pepper and mustard.
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50 g (2 oz) butter


50 g (2 oz) plain flour


900 ml–1 litre (1½ –1¾ pints) milk


1 heaped teaspoon Dijon mustard


300 g (10 oz) mature Cheddar cheese, grated


½ teaspoon salt


plenty of pepper


400 g (13 oz) dried macaroni or pasta shapes


1. Set the slow cooker to high. Add the butter and allow it to melt. Then add the flour and stir it in to form a thick roux. Stir for a minute or two to cook the flour.


2. Next, add around 75 ml (3 fl oz) of the milk and stir in to form a smooth paste. Add the mustard and stir in, followed by the cheese, salt and pepper. Stir again.


3. Add the remaining milk and the pasta and stir again. Cover with the lid, set to cook on low for at least 2 hours until the pasta is cooked through and the sauce is smooth and richly flavoured from the cheese and mustard.
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