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INTRODUCTION


This book is particularly for newcomers to pressure cooking and for those of you whose pressure cooker is languishing unused at the back of a cupboard. It contains a wide variety of recipes that are sure to appeal and encourage you to try pressure cooking for yourself. Readers who are already fans of pressure cooking will find all their favourite recipes and plenty more.


Thankfully, the old wives’ tales about exploding pressure cookers are a relic of the past. Today’s cleverly designed models make sure to put your safety first.


My first pressure cooker was a wedding present. After preparing two or three meals, carefully following instructions, I soon found that pressure cooking is straightforward and gives excellent results, quickly and conveniently. It wasn’t long before the pressure cooker became a way of life – just one more pan in the kitchen. The secret is to keep it handy, for there is no truer saying than ‘out of sight, out of mind’. You too will find that pressure cooking can be an ideal, if not essential, part of a busy life. So discover for yourself how the speed of pressure cooking can extend a busy cook’s repertoire to include homely everyday meals, as well as more adventurous menus.



Advantages of Pressure Cooking


 


Speedy


If you have never used a pressure cooker before, you will be amazed at the short cooking times. Cooking under pressure generally takes roughly one quarter to one third of the conventional cooking time. In some recipes the time saving is even greater and can be quicker than in a microwave. For example, a beef stew that normally takes about 1½ hours to cook conventionally can be pressure cooked in 15–20 minutes.


The speed of pressure cooking means that those traditional well-loved recipes, often neglected because they need hours of cooking or close attention, can be prepared quickly and easily. Old favourites like Steak and Kidney Pudding, Steamed Suet Pudding and Lemon Curd are good examples. Dried pulses (peas and beans) can be cooked in a fraction of the normal time too.


Economical


The shorter cooking times inevitably result in fuel savings. Remember too that, once the required cooking pressure has been reached, the heat is usually turned down to minimum setting for the remainder of the cooking time.


Even greater savings can be made if you cook more than one kind of food in the pressure cooker at the same time – a great advantage if you cook mainly for one or two or if you are keen to economise. Turn to Chapter 7 for some suitable menu ideas for one.


Pressure cooking can be economical when cooking for crowds too, or when bulk cooking for the freezer. It is often worthwhile cooking double the amount you need and freezing half (the additional time taken to prepare extra ingredients is negligible). Remember that increasing the quantity of ingredients (particularly in soups and stews) does not usually result in a longer pressure cooking time. The time only needs adjusting if you increase the size of foods such as meat joints or steamed puddings. The main point to remember is never to over-fill the pressure cooker.


Savings don’t stop with fuel either. A pressure cooker will quickly cook cheaper cuts of meat – the ones that are packed with flavour but normally need long slow cooking to make them tender. Dried beans, usually a cheap source of protein, can be pressure cooked in just 20 minutes.


Improved Flavour, Colour and Nutrition


We all recognise the welcoming aroma of a delicious casserole bubbling away gently in the oven or on the hob, but it’s easy to forget that, along with the steam, some of the flavour is also escaping. A pressure cooker is designed to seal in the steam and, as a result, retain most of the flavour.


Pressure cooking also helps to prevent the loss of colour that occurs in long, slow cooking – particularly in vegetables.


No matter how food is cooked, it’s inevitable that a certain amount of nutritional value will be lost. Nevertheless, the short cooking times in a pressure cooker, combined with the small quantity of liquid and the absence of light and air, help to retain vitamins and minerals which might normally be lost.


Less Steam and Reduced Cooking Smells


A pressure cooker allows only a small amount of steam to escape, which enables you to cook steamed puddings and stews without the windows running with condensation. Cooking smells in the kitchen are reduced for the same reason.


A Boon for Camping, Caravanning and Boating


A pressure cooker is invaluable on self-catering holidays where time and space for cooking are at a premium.



Pressure Cooking Explained in Brief


When cooking in a saucepan, heat is lost as steam escapes from under the lid. A pressure cooker’s lid fits so closely that an airtight seal is formed, trapping in the steam and allowing pressure to build up inside.


When water boils in a saucepan it is impossible for it to become hotter than boiling point (100°C). If water is heated under pressure, it is possible to increase that temperature and therefore cook the food more quickly.


Today’s popular pressure cookers operate at three different pressures: Low (5 lb per square inch), Medium (10 lb per square inch) and High (15 lb per square inch) pressure. At Low pressure, water reaches 109°C; at Medium 115°C; and at High 121°C. Since most food is usually pressure cooked at High pressure, you can appreciate how that extra 21°C helps to speed up cooking significantly.



Choosing a Pressure Cooker


All pressure cookers work on the basic principle described above. How they usually differ is in the way they operate. Some pressure cookers have a choice of three different pressures (see above), some have two, while some older models have only one fixed pressure.


A pressure cooker with a choice of three pressures is very versatile and will cook a wide variety of food. For example, Low (5 lb) pressure is ideal for cooking a pudding that contains a raising agent (this ensures that the pudding rises before it ‘sets’) or for bottling fruit. Medium (10 lb) pressure is recommended for softening fruit for jam or jelly making. High (15 lb) pressure is ideal for everyday cooking of soups, vegetables and casserole-type dishes.


Pressure cookers that have two pressures usually cook at 6 lb and 12 lb. This means that cooking temperatures are a little lower and cooking times are slightly longer.


Pressure cookers with a single fixed pressure tend to operate at just 7½ lb. Again, this means that cooking temperatures are lower and cooking times are longer. At 7½ lb pressure, recipes that recommend High (15 lb) need twice the cooking time.


Before buying a pressure cooker, decide which size you need. Even the smaller models will cook a stew for four people but might not be large enough for a big joint of meat, bulk cooking for the freezer or for fruit bottling. On the one hand, pressure cookers can last 20 to 25 years, so it might be worth looking ahead and planning for the future when you buy. On the other hand, do not be tempted to choose the largest pressure cooker you can find if you don’t cook in large quantities on a regular basis. Remember too that you will need a convenient place to store it.
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A typical pressure cooker with weight. Some models offer a choice of three pressures while others have two.


Assess the weight of the pressure cooker by lifting it and imagining it with the additional weight of the food. Make sure the pressure cooker has a thick base because, as you will see later in the book, it needs to withstand sudden drops in temperature when it is taken hot from the hob to stand in a bowl of cold water to reduce pressure. Without a sturdy base, in time, the bottom of the pressure cooker might bow, causing the pressure cooker to become inefficient.


In some models, a clockwork timer activates an automatic pressure-reducing device at the end of the chosen cooking time (you will need to remember to switch off the heat immediately, otherwise the cooker would eventually boil dry).


Accessories vary from model to model but basically every pressure cooker has a removable rack or trivet, which is used to hold food that is to be steam cooked above the water level (necessary with vegetables, for example, particularly when more than one type is cooked at the same time). Baskets are often supplied and these are designed to keep foods separate so that their different flavours do not intermingle. The baskets are usually perforated to allow the steam to circulate. Sometimes, an unperforated basket is provided for cooking food such as egg custards, rice or stewed apple. Additional accessories might include separators or a basket for blanching vegetables for the freezer.
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Typical pressure cooker accessories can include (from left to right): an unperforated basket, perforated baskets, trivet and blanching basket.


Finally, please have no fears about the safety of today’s pressure cookers. Those made by reputable manufacturers have been perfected over the years and are utterly safe to use. They are fitted with several devices, each designed to release pressure in the unlikely event that a vent has become blocked or the pressure cooker has been allowed to boil dry and over-heat.


Make sure your model has a well-written instruction book from the manufacturer.



Using a Pressure Cooker


Before using a pressure cooker for the first time, read the manufacturer’s instruction book carefully – it will tell you all you need to know about its operation (an obvious point, I know, but important nonetheless). In the meantime, here is a brief outline of how to use one.


A pressure cooker must contain a small amount of liquid in order to produce the steam to raise the pressure. The longer the cooking time, the more liquid is needed. Generally, the minimum recommended by manufacturers for cooking times up to 30 minutes is 300ml/½ pt. This liquid can be water, stock, beer, cider, wine, soup, or any combination of these. (Do not attempt to use oil as the cooking liquid – it’s dangerous because it cannot create steam.) It is important to use the correct amount of liquid recommended for the recipe – too little could cause the pressure cooker to boil dry and overheat.


When cooking soups or casseroles, the trivet isn’t needed as the flavours should intermingle during cooking. Some recipes require vegetables and meat to be softened or browned first and this can be done in the open base of the pressure cooker before adding the liquid and remaining ingredients. When you use the trivet, it is a good idea to put the water into the pressure cooker first – the water can’t always be seen below the trivet and this way you avoid the risk of forgetting to add it.


After adding the ingredients to the pressure cooker, the lid is fitted carefully, making sure that it is locked tightly in position before allowing the pressure to rise. For pressure cookers with long, saucepan-type handles this means that the lid handle should lie directly over the base handle.


Once the lid is in position, the pressure cooker can be brought to pressure. The method depends on the type of pressure cooker.


1. Visual Pressure Indicator


The visual pressure indicator weight is a neat device which contains a plunger that rises and falls as the pressure rises and falls. It is marked with two or three rings and, as each ring appears, it shows which pressure has been reached.
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A visual pressure indicator weight, in which a plunger rises and falls as the pressure inside the pressure cooker rises and falls.


When the lid has been fitted and the heat is turned on under the pressure cooker, the liquid inside it heats up. As it boils, it creates steam, which causes the pressure (and the plunger) to rise. As soon as the plunger shows the correct number of rings, the heat is turned down so that the plunger remains steady (without any hissing or spluttering) and pressure is maintained. If it does hiss and splutter, it means that the heat is too high. If you are already using minimum heat, you may need to move the pressure cooker gently half way off the ring (this is particularly relevant to electric hobs with solid and radiant plates). If the heat has been turned down too low, the pressure will drop and the plunger will fall slightly. Simply increase the heat a little until you have found the correct heat to maintain pressure.


2. Audible Pressure Indicator


This type indicates when pressure is reached by the noise it makes. The weight usually consists of three parts that are screwed together for cooking at three different pressures.


After fitting the lid, the weight is clicked on to the central vent, the heat is turned on, the liquid inside boils and the pressure rises. As this happens, the pressure cooker will start to hiss slightly. As soon as you hear a louder hissing sound this means that pressure has been reached and the heat should be reduced until only a gentle mutter can be heard. As with the previous type of pressure weight, it may be necessary to draw the pressure cooker slightly off a solid or radiant electric ring to maintain the correct sound. If the pressure cooker becomes silent, it means that the pressure has dropped too far and the heat should be increased slightly.


[image: image]


An audible pressure indicator weight usually consists of three parts that are screwed together for cooking at different pressures.


3. Fixed Pressure Value


This type has a valve that rotates (or spins) when pressure is reached and usually operates at one pressure. Once the lid is in position, the valve is positioned on the air vent. The heat is turned on and, as the liquid inside boils, so pressure increases. As soon as the valve starts to spin, the heat should be reduced until it stops rotating.


No matter which type of pressure cooker you use, the cooking time is calculated from the moment pressure is reached – from the moment when the plunger shows the required ring, or when the pressure cooker starts to hiss loudly, or when the rotating valve starts to spin. How long it takes to reach pressure depends largely on what is inside the pressure cooker. If it contains only a few potatoes and carrots with 300ml/½ pt water, it won’t take long. If, on the other hand, 1.2 litre/2 pt of stock is to be brought to the boil, it will take longer. It is important not to exceed the cooking times because delicate foods can easily overcook.
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