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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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         My thanks to family and friends who participated with such enthusiasm in the many tasting sessions during the writing of the book.
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            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Slow cookers are becoming ever more popular, and it’s no surprise. After witnessing years of fast food and lifestyles that are hectic beyond belief, this renewed interest in slow cooking is an understandable reaction. We yearn for the straightforwardness of our grandmother’s (or indeed our great grandmother’s) day, when slow cooking was a way of life and those who cooked knew how to make delicious meals out of very little. The food would be prepared in the morning and left to cook gently all day in the range beside the kitchen fire. By the time the family returned home in the evening, a delicious meal would be ready and waiting. Today, few of us have a cooking range but we can all be proud owners of a slow cooker and the advantages of this time-honoured method can still be appreciated.
 
         So what is a slow cooker? Not somebody who cooks food slowly but an electrical appliance that is designed to cook gently and safely, unattended, for many hours without burning, boiling away or drying up. Slow cookers have different settings so you can cook, for example, on HIGH for a few hours or in time for lunch, or on LOW for several hours, all day or overnight.
         
 
         What is it good at? Well, a slow cooker not only makes delicious soups, stews and casseroles. It’s also good at cooking fish and delicate fruit and vegetables, all of which stay nice and whole, even after long cooking. Joints of meat and whole chicken can be ‘roasted’ in a slow cooker with maximum retention of juices and minimum shrinkage. And by using the slow cooker as a water bath, you can prepare delicious pâté and the lightest of sponges and puddings. Even mulled wine and hot punches can be made in (and served straight from) a slow cooker to make any party go with a swing. 
         
 
         Why Cook Slowly?
 
         Food that has been cooked slowly tastes wonderfully mellow because the flavours have had time to blend and develop. A meat casserole that is cooked gently over a long period in moist heat becomes meltingly tender. In fact, slow cooking will tenderise even the toughest cuts of meat – shin of beef, oxtail and neck of lamb are good examples – and the resulting dish will be deliciously succulent.
 
         Slow cooking, unlike microwaving and pressure cooking, is a relatively imprecise method and this turns out to be one of its greatest advantages, allowing flexible meal times for all the family. Most recipes give a minimum and a maximum cooking time to indicate the period of time at which the cooked dish is at its best. Even food that is left in the slow cooker for an hour longer than recommended will not spoil, and so can still be appreciated by hungry late-comers. Just think, no more frayed nerves when family or friends arrive late for a meal!
 
         A slow cooker allows very little steam to escape during cooking and this has a number of benefits: the flavour of food is retained and the kitchen doesn’t fill with cooking odours and steam; and water baths that would normally need topping up do not dry out.
 
         A slow cooker can help reduce your food and fuel bills too. Nutritious meals can be cooked using inexpensive cuts of meat – the sort that demand long slow cooking to make them tender. Using a slow cooker instead of an oven can save money too. A conventional oven has a large cavity to heat up, even to cook one casserole. Inevitably, it consumes more fuel than a slow cooker. All slow cookers use a tiny amount of power and so are very economical to run. Of course, savings will vary from model to model and on what is being cooked.
 
         Remember too that a slow cooker heats the food inside it and not the whole kitchen (unlike a conventional oven can). On hot summer days, when the last thing we want is to spend time cooking in a hot kitchen, a slow cooker is ideal for dishes that are to be eaten hot as well as those that are to be cooled and eaten later – pâté, chilled soup, cold chicken or ham, crème caramel, pears in red wine, to name just some.
 
         Lastly, rest assured that slow cookers are absolutely safe to leave cooking unattended all day or all night – just as you leave the fridge or freezer running while you are out. As an added guarantee of safety, slow cookers are supplied with the assurance that they meet European safety standards.
         
 
         Who Uses a Slow Cooker?
 
         Ask people why they use a slow cooker and you will be given a number of different answers, depending upon their way of life.
 
         
             

         
 
         One-person households and particularly those with limited cooking facilities. A student in a bed-sitter for example, with perhaps only a single cooking ring, can use a slow cooker to provide healthy meals economically, at flexible times and without the neighbours complaining about lingering cooking smells.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         People out at work (and that means most of us) can return home weary at the end of the day to sit down to a delicious hot meal from the slow cooker. And if they are held up at work or delayed by traffic they can be sure that the slow cooker won’t burn the food or switch itself off (unlike an oven set on automatic timer). Shift workers find the slow cooker invaluable too.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Parents with young or school-age children can prepare the family meal in the morning, leaving the morning or the rest of the day free for other activities. The slow cooker can be left to cook on HIGH for lunchtime eating or on LOW for the evening. If the children prefer to eat early, that’s no problem – the parents’ portions can be left on LOW until they sit down to eat at a later time. Meals really can be flexible so that older children with after-school interests no longer present difficulties and there is little danger of the food spoiling before the last one arrives home.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Retired people. Whether they are home during the day or out and about, the slow cooker leaves them free to pursue their interests.
         
 
         Choosing a Slow Cooker
 
         There is a wide range of electric slow cookers on the market today and you can be sure of finding one with a shape and capacity that fits in with your lifestyle. Here are some guidelines.
         
 
         
Lid 
         
 
         The lid is usually made of glass or earthenware. With a glass lid it is possible to see what’s going on inside the cooker (though condensation on the inside of the lid often obscures the view). An earthenware lid that matches the pot can look more traditional, particularly when the pot is removed from its base for serving at the table.
 
         The lid should fit loosely on to the pot – sufficient to be able to slide it a short distance from side to side. It should however sit snugly without rocking (a lid that rocks could allow precious heat to escape from the pot). During cooking, condensation from the food gathers around the lip of the pot forming the important water seal between it and the lid (if the lid were to rock, this seal would be unlikely to form).
         
 
         
Pot 
         
 
         Slow cookers contain a cooking pot that is usually made of earthenware – an excellent insulator of heat. The capacity varies from 1.5 litres (2¾ pints) to 3.5 litres (6 pints). Some are oval and some are round. Some pots are narrow and deep while others are wide and shallow. Pudding basins fit more easily into a deep pot but a shallow pot is better when cooking food like stuffed peppers, pears in red wine, or trout (and the larger the base, the more can be cooked at one time). Also think about the food you eat; meat, such as a leg of lamb or pork, or a large chicken, would fit best in an oval pot.
 
         All slow cookers can be filled to within 2.5cm (1 inch) of the brim without danger of boiling over. Models with a capacity of about 2.5 litres (4½ pints) are large enough for a family of four but are also suitable for cooking for one or two. Even a 1.3kg (3 lb) chicken can be cooked whole in this size. If you cook for four or more, cook for the freezer or entertain on a regular basis, I would recommend choosing a larger capacity.
 
         There are three types of slow cooker – those with a removable pot, those with a fixed pot and some newer models with combinations of functions. 
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                  Typical slow cooker with removable stoneware pot.
                  

                  
               

            

         
 
         
Removable-pot Slow Cookers 
         
 
         This is the most popular type of slow cooker. The outer casing (made of metal or heatproof plastic) is fitted with an inner metal casing, into which the removable earthenware pot fits snugly. The heating element is situated in the outer casing, either in the base or around the walls. Since the heat has to be transferred through an extra layer of metal to reach the food, the electrical consumption is slightly higher than for a fixed-pot slow cooker, but is still extremely economical. It’s more versatile than the fixed-pot model because the earthenware container can be lifted out of its base to serve at table, to put in the oven or under the grill, and to wash up. 
         
 
         
Fixed-pot Slow Cookers 
         
 
         It is still possible to find a slow cooker with a pot that is permanently fixed inside it. The earthenware pot sits in an outer casing made of metal or heatproof plastic. The heating element is wrapped around the outside, between the pot and the casing. Because the heat passes from the element directly into the wall of the pot, the slow cooker uses only a small amount of electricity. Fixed-pot slow cookers are especially economical to run. Since the electrical fittings are permanently attached, the slow cooker must not be immersed in water during cleaning.
         
 
         
Multi-function Cookers 
         
 
         It is now possible to buy multi-function cookers which can be used as a slow cooker, as a steamer and also as a rice cooker. When buying a multi-function cooker, consider what type of cooking you like to do. Think too about the amount of space in your kitchen and whether you are really going to use all the different functions.
 
         
Heat Settings 
         
 
         Settings will vary slightly between slow cookers but, generally, the best ones have three cooking settings (LOW, HIGH and AUTO) plus an OFF switch.
         
 
         LOW is ideal for all-day or all-night cooking at the lowest temperature.
         
 
         HIGH is useful to speed up cooking, say for lunchtime, by increasing the temperature and reducing the cooking time to almost half that on LOW. HIGH is also used to cook foods that require fast heat penetration, such as joints of meat, whole poultry, pâté and steamed puddings.
         
 
         AUTO starts cooking on HIGH then, when the thermostat indicates a specific temperature, automatically switches to LOW for the remainder of the cooking period – useful if you are adding cold ingredients to the slow cooker or if there is no time to preheat it first.
         
 
         It is not possible to relate the cooking settings on a slow cooker to those on an electric or gas oven but it’s worth knowing that the cooking liquid in a slow cooker rises to a temperature around 100°C (boiling point) – hot enough to cook the food thoroughly and safely. This temperature is achieved on both LOW and HIGH settings but is reached more quickly on HIGH. 
         
 
         At the beginning of cooking it is important to raise the temperature as quickly as possible to destroy any harmful bacteria that may be present. This can be achieved in several ways and you should always follow the manufacturer’s own instructions for your particular model. One method is to preheat the slow cooker on HIGH for about 20 minutes while you prepare the ingredients. Another is to bring all the ingredients to boiling point before adding them to the slow cooker, and yet another is to use the AUTO setting.
 
         
Indicator Lights 
         
 
         Most slow cookers are fitted with an indicator light to show that they are switched on in use. This is particularly useful because a slow cooker heats up slowly and, without an indicator light, it is possible to leave the house thinking that the slow cooker is switched on, when, in fact, the plug may not have been pushed in properly. It’s not funny returning home to a pot full of uncooked food!
 
         
Flex and Plug 
         
 
         Most slow cookers come with a fitted plug containing the correct fuse. If, for some reason, you need to fit a new plug or replace the fuse, it is important to follow the instructions given by the manufacturer of your slow cooker.
 
         If, however, there is any damage to the flex, do not attempt to repair it yourself. Contact the manufacturer who should be able to provide you with a replacement flex, for which you will probably need to pay.
 
         Do not be tempted to fit a time switch to turn on the slow cooker in your absence. It is not safe to leave food at room temperature, conditions which would encourage the growth of bacteria.
 
         
The Decision 
         
 
         When choosing a slow cooker, first decide which capacity you need. Allow a little extra capacity if you entertain or cook for the freezer. Next you may need to choose between a removable pot and a fixed pot – remember a removable pot is easier to clean. Then it is important to think about the type of food you want to produce from your slow cooker – will you want the slow cooker to be deep or shallow, oval or round? (See the section headed Pot on page 10.)
         
 
         Have a good look at the slow cookers available both in-store and online before you make your purchase.
 
         Using a Slow Cooker
 
         Slow cookers vary one from another in different ways, so it is essential to follow your manufacturer’s basic instructions.
 
         Check whether they recommend preheating the slow cooker on HIGH while the ingredients are being prepared.
 
         Check whether you should then keep the food on HIGH for a time before switching to LOW. If this is the case, you should do it as a matter of course, even though I have not mentioned it in my recipes in this book (the cooking times will remain approximately the same).
         
 
         
Preparation 
         
 
         Using a slow cooker requires a certain amount of forethought but, once you have devised your own method of preparation, slow cooking will become automatic. I have developed my own pattern of preparation that I hope you will find useful, especially if, like me, you are short of time in the morning.
         
 
              
            	Assemble the ingredients the previous evening.
     
            	Frozen meat or poultry must be completely thawed before using.
     
            	Peel any root vegetables. Peel and chop onions. Store in sealed containers or bags in the fridge.
     
            	Into a shallow bowl, measure out any flour to be used for thickening, add the required seasoning, mix well and cover.
     
            	Trim meat of excess fat and cut to the required size. Cover the meat and store overnight in the fridge.
     
            	Do not store uncooked food in the slow cooker either at room temperature or in the fridge. In the first instance, the food could go off and in the second, the slow cooker could be damaged when the cold surfaces come into contact with the heat. 
            
     
            	The next morning, if preheating is recommended, switch the slow cooker to HIGH as soon as you arrive in the kitchen.
     
            	Remove the ingredients from the fridge and, if you need to dissolve a stock cube, put the kettle on to boil. Chop the root vegetables and, if necessary, cut the meat.
 
         
 
         There are two basic ways of preparing a savoury recipe: the Browning Method and the One-step Method.
 
         
The Browning Method
         
 
         Browning certainly improves the flavour and appearance of many recipes. Some people, however, prefer not to bother with this additional process and it really is a matter of individual taste. This method is not suitable for fish.
 
              
            	Switch the slow cooker on HIGH.
     
            	Heat a little oil or fat in a large deep frying pan. A non-stick pan requires little or no fat.
     
            	To the hot pan, add the prepared flavouring vegetables (such as onion, celery, potato, carrot or celeriac), and cook over a medium heat for about 5 minutes, stirring occasionally, until softened and just starting to brown. Using a slotted spoon, transfer to the slow cooker.
     
            	If you prefer a thickened soup or casserole, toss the pieces of meat or poultry in flour. Add to the hot pan and brown quickly all over. When browning a joint, turn on all sides for even colour. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the browned meat or poultry to the slow cooker.
     
            	Sprinkle the herbs and seasoning over the food in the slow cooker and pour in the hot cooking liquid. (Alternatively, if you are using a deep frying pan or large saucepan, you could leave the vegetables and meat in the pan and add herbs, seasoning and liquid. Bring everything to the boil, stirring, until the flour has thickened the sauce.) 
            
     
            	Put the lid on, switch to LOW and cook for the recommended time.
            
 
         
 
         
The One-step Method 
         
 
         Use this method if you are short of time, if you want to use less fat, or if you simply prefer not to brown the food first.
 
              
            	Switch the slow cooker on HIGH.
     
            	Make sure that vegetables such as onions, carrots, potatoes, celery and celeriac are cut small and put into the slow cooker first.
     
            	Add the meat or skinless poultry.
     
            	Add herbs and seasoning and pour over sufficient hot cooking liquid to barely cover the food, making sure that the vegetables are immersed.
     
            	Put the lid on, switch to LOW and cook for the minimum recommended time plus 2-3 hours.
 
         
 
         
Cooking Settings and Times – Guidelines 
         
 
              
            	Once the food has been put into the slow cooker, select the setting that suits your day.
     
            	Recipes usually recommend minimum and maximum cooking times on LOW but you may prefer to cook on HIGH.
     
            	Calculate the time on HIGH as just over half that on LOW.
     
            	There are certain foods that will need to be cooked on HIGH throughout and you will need to check with your manufacturer’s instruction book. Steamed puddings that include a raising agent are generally cooked on HIGH (to ensure the mixture rises well), as are meat pâtés, whole birds and some joints of meat (to ensure speedy and thorough heat penetration and the destruction of any harmful bacteria present). 
            
     
            	Some foods are not suitable for cooking all day, including fish, pasta, rice and most desserts.
     
            	Slow cookers operate slightly differently from model to model. Use the cooking times in my recipes as a guide and don’t be afraid to adjust them slightly to suit your slow cooker. It’s a good idea to compare cooking times in my recipes with similar ones in your manufacturer’s instruction booklet. I suggest you start by checking Mixed Vegetable Soup (page 34), Irish Stew (page 74) and Chicken and Mushroom Casserole (page 85). These comparisons will help you to decide whether you should increase or reduce the cooking time in your slow cooker (or indeed leave it as it is).
 
         
 
         
During Cooking 
         
 
              
            	Once the lid has been put on the slow cooker, it is best to forget about it until shortly before you are ready to serve the food. Resist the temptation to lift the lid and peep during cooking – you will only break the water seal around the rim and release heat. For the first hour, the slow cooker works hard, heating up its contents to a temperature at which they will cook. So if heat is lost during this early stage of cooking you will need to lengthen the cooking time considerably. For each lid-lifting peep during the first half of cooking, you will need to add approximately 20 minutes to the cooking time. So, unless the recipe states otherwise, limit stirring to the final stages of cooking.
            
     
            	Make sure that the slow cooker stands on a heat-resistant surface during cooking as the heat from the base could harm a highly polished surface such as a dining table. Also, when cooking on HIGH, the slow cooker may ‘spit’ very small amounts of hot liquid from the edge of the lid. This simply indicates a slight build-up of pressure that is venting through the water seal and is no cause for alarm (though young children should be kept at a distance – see Safety Advice on page 27).
            
     
            	Unfavourable room conditions are likely to affect the performance of a slow cooker. So do keep yours out of cold draughts and away from open windows or you may need to extend the cooking time as much as an hour.
            
 
         
 
         
After Cooking
         
 
              
            	The slow cooker will continue cooking until it is switched off at the plug or by the automatic timer.
     
            	If some of the food is to be kept for a latecomer, leave the slow cooker switched on and set at LOW.
     
            	If some of the food is to be kept for another day, the extra portions should be removed from the slow cooker as soon as it is switched off, transferred to a clean container and cooled quickly before refrigerating or freezing.
     
            	Never leave food to cool slowly in the slow cooker as earthenware retains heat for long periods.
     
            	Do not use your slow cooker to reheat cold or frozen food – the temperature rise is too slow (Christmas pudding is the only exception to this rule – see page 138). Instead, put the cold food into a pan and bring to the boil on the hob.
 
         
 
         Adapting Recipes for Slow Cooking
 
         The simplest way to adapt one of your own recipes is to find one with similar ingredients in this book. This will give you a basic guide to the quantities, method and cooking times. Remember that the ingredients that take longest to cook (such as carrots, potatoes and dried beans) will dictate the cooking time. If in doubt, you can always contact the manufacturer of your slow cooker for advice. In the meantime, the following points are worth bearing in mind:
 
         
Frozen Ingredients 
         
 
         All frozen fish, meat, poultry and game must be thawed completely before cooking, otherwise the slow cooker will not reach safe cooking temperatures and food will be under-cooked. Frozen vegetables, such as peas, beans and sweet-corn, should be thawed and added during the final 30 minutes of cooking.
         
 
         
Vegetables 
         
 
         Though it seems odd, most vegetables take longer to cook than meat. This is because the temperature needed for meat to begin cooking is lower than that required by vegetables.
 
         To encourage vegetables (such as onions, celery, root vegetables and potatoes) to get hot fast, they should be cut into small dice or sliced thinly. Put the vegetables in the hottest part of the pot – in other words, on the bottom or towards the sides, depending on where the element is situated. Always make sure they are completely immersed in the liquid during cooking. Finally, it helps to speed things up if vegetables are softened or browned in a pan first and then brought up to the boil before putting them in the slow cooker.
 
         
Flavour
         
 
         You only need to season food lightly in a slow cooker because loss of liquid through evaporation is kept to a minimum. Hence the juices are concentrated and the flavour is retained. Take care not to use too many herbs and strong-flavoured vegetables until you achieve the balance of flavour that suits you. Check the seasoning before serving and adjust if necessary.
 
         
Cooking Liquid 
         
 
         This can be water, stock, wine, beer, cider or unsweetened fruit juice, and soups (canned, condensed or dried) can be useful too.
 
         You’ll find that you need less liquid than in conventional cooking. Not only is there less evaporation, but also the juices from the meat and vegetables are conserved in the stock. Consequently you are usually left with more liquid than you started with. This is particularly noticeable when using condensed soups – when it is first put into the slow cooker, the soup is thick and lumpy but, after cooking, the juices can be stirred in to give a smooth sauce. Remember when using condensed or dried soup that the flavours will be more intense, so be careful when adding extra seasoning.
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               Root vegetables should be cut small for thorough cooking. Onions, for instance, should be halved, then cut first lengthways then crossways
               

            

         
 
         Packet soups are useful for making a quick basis for a casserole and should be prepared using half the recommended amount of water. Jars or cans of ‘cook-in’ sauces can be used with great success too.
         
 
         Except when adding them to milk puddings, cream and milk should not be used for long slow cooking because they tend to separate. Milk is best added during the final 30 minutes’ cooking; cream is best stirred in just before serving.
 
         
Thickening 
         
 
         Cooking liquids can be thickened either at the start or towards the end of cooking. At the start the Browning Method can be used – toss the meat in flour before frying, or blend flour or cornflour with a little cold water to make a smooth paste. Add the paste to the cooking liquid before bringing to the boil. Stir continuously until thickened.
         
 
         In the One-step Method, the best way to thicken a sauce is to switch the slow cooker to HIGH for the final 30 minutes and stir in some cornflour that has been blended with a little cold water.
 
         
Pasta
         
 
         Pasta that is cooked too long becomes unpleasantly soft. So add it to the slow cooker during the final 30 minutes’ cooking. When making lasagne, either use fresh pasta or soften dried lasagne sheets in boiling water until soft first. To make sure it cooks evenly and throughout, pasta should always be totally immersed in the sauce during cooking.
 
         
Rice
         
 
         Easy-cook long grain rice produces best results in the slow cooker. When rice features as the main ingredient, as in Savoury Rice with Rosemary (page 117) or Chicken Risotto (page 93), it should be stirred a couple of times during cooking to ensure even absorption of liquid. When cooking a casserole or soup for several hours or all day, add the rice for the final 30 minutes. Remember, rice will absorb some of the liquid so allow an extra 150ml (¼ pint) for each 55g (2 oz) rice.
 
         
Dried Beans 
         
 
         Dried beans need soaking overnight in plenty of cold water before slow cooking. Alternatively, boil them in plenty of water for 2 minutes, allow them to soak (in the water in which they were boiled) for 2 hours and then drain.
 
         Because the cooking times vary so much (according to the type, size and age of the beans), at this stage I like to bring them to the boil in clean water for 10 minutes before draining and putting into the slow cooker. Red kidney beans should always be fast-boiled for 10 minutes before draining and transferring to the slow cooker – to destroy their toxins.
         
 
         Most lentils do not need soaking before cooking – just put them straight into the slow cooker. Always check the packet instructions. 
         
 
         Season dried beans after cooking, as salt tends to toughen the skins.
 
         
Toppings 
         
 
         If the earthenware pot is removable, you can add toppings to the cooked food and put the pot into the oven or under the grill to finish cooking.
 
              
            	With a spoon or spatula, swirl mashed potato over a cooked casserole and bake quickly in a hot oven until browned.
     
            	Sprinkle with grated cheese and brown under a hot grill.
     
            	Make a scone topping and bake in the oven (see Beef Cobbler on page 62).
     
            	Top slices of French bread with grated cheese or spread them with French or wholegrain mustard. Arrange the slices on top of soup or a casserole and brown under a hot grill.
     
            	Add a layer of a crumble mixture to cooked fruit and bake in the oven.
     
            	Pile meringue on to cooked fruit and bake in the oven (see Fragrant Rhubarb Meringue on page 126).
 
         
 
         Not Quite Right? Troubleshooting Guide
 
         Slow cooking, like any new method of cooking, needs a bit of practice before you feel at home with it. Don’t be discouraged if your first attempt isn’t quite right. Even the most experienced cook has to adapt techniques slightly. Try to discover what went wrong and, if in doubt, contact the manufacturer who often has experts on hand to answer queries. In the meantime, here are some of the more common problems experienced, together with possible answers.
         
 
         
The food was put into the slow cooker but, at the end of the recommended cooking time, was cold and uncooked.
         
 
         Was the plug pushed into the wall socket and switched on? Was the slow cooker switched on? If so, check the fuse in the plug. If you are using a slow cooker with a detachable flex, was the flex with its connector properly pushed into the slow cooker?
         
 
         
The food didn’t cook in the recommended time.
         
 
         With the One-step Method, did you add 2-3 hours to the minimum recommended time? Did you add hot liquid? Is the slow cooker standing in a cold draught? Does the lid fit well, lying perfectly flat on the rim of the pot? If you cooked on LOW, next time try AUTO.
 
         
The meat was cooked but the vegetables were still crunchy. 
         
 
         Were the vegetables cut small enough? Were they immersed in the liquid? Next time, put them in the base of the pot with the other ingredients on top; or soften them first in a little oil or butter in a pan on the hob.
 
         
The gravy or sauce was too thin. 
         
 
         Use less liquid than you would in a conventional recipe. Alternatively, add extra thickening at the beginning or end of cooking.
 
         
The casserole is sometimes brown and ‘crusty’ on top after 10 hours’ cooking.
         
 
         It may not look appetising but it tastes good, so stir it into the casserole before serving. Next time, try adding a little extra liquid.
 
         
The potatoes have turned black and are uncooked. 
         
 
         Were they protruding above the liquid? The blackened potatoes should be discarded this time. Next time, make sure they are fully immersed.
         
 
         
The vegetables have cooked but the meat is still tough. 
         
 
         Some meat just takes a long time to tenderise. Next time you use this cut of meat, slice or dice the vegetables into slightly larger pieces and cook the dish for 1-2 hours longer.
 
         
There is an odd smell when the slow cooker is operating. 
         
 
         When new plastic insulation and fittings are heated for the first few times, they can smell slightly. This should disappear. However, if the smell persists, contact the manufacturer. 
         
 
         
You arrive home early and the meal isn’t yet ready.
         
 
         Switch the slow cooker to HIGH to speed up the cooking.
 
         Extra Equipment
 
         Using the appropriate equipment makes cooking a lot easier. I have found the following items invaluable when slow cooking.
         
 
         For browning meat and softening vegetables, I recommend a deep non-stick frying pan or saucepan with a thick base. This will allow you to brown with little or no added fat.
         
 
         Use a slotted spoon to transfer browned meat or vegetables from the frying pan to the slow cooker (to leave excess fat behind in the pan).
         
 
         A set of measuring spoons ensures that you add the correct measure of herbs, seasoning, thickening, whatever.
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               Deep non-stick frying pan ideal for pre-browning.
               

            

         
 
         When cooking puddings, pâtés or cakes, ensure that your basins and tins fit inside the slow cooker without raising the lid. Some slow cookers have a lid that is slightly domed and it is surprising how large a basin will fit beneath. A 1 litre (1¾ pint) basin may be too big for some smaller slow cookers, while a soufflé dish of the same capacity may fit easily.
         
 
         If the container fits so snugly that it is difficult to lift out, make a lifting strap. Cut a 60cm (2 ft) length of 30cm (1 ft) wide foil and fold in half lengthways. Fold it in half again to make a strap 60cm (2 ft) long and 7.5cm (3 in) wide. Pass the strap under the container, hold both ends tightly together and lift the container into the slow cooker. Leave in position during cooking and use the strap to lift the hot container from the slow cooker. After use, the strap can be dried and used again.
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               Lifting strap on pudding basin.
               

            

         
 
         When preparing soups you will find a hand-held stick blender, a food processor or a conventional blender invaluable.
         
 
         Use tongs to remove foil-wrapped potatoes from hot liquids. A fish slice and ladle are always useful as well.
         
 
         Care and Cleaning
 
         The most vulnerable part of the slow cooker is the earthenware pot, which will break if dropped and chip if knocked hard. For the same reason earthenware and glass lids should be handled with care.
         
 
         Sudden changes in temperature are also likely to damage the earthenware pot. For this reason, it should not be put into the freezer or fridge and you should avoid placing it on any surface that is very hot or very cold (instead, stand it on a thick cloth or a wooden chopping board). The outer casing should not be preheated empty before adding the cold pot. Frozen food should be thawed completely before adding to the slow cooker. When adding water before leaving the pot to soak, it is better to use warm or hot water rather than cold. 
         
 
         Always remove the pot from the outer casing before grilling or oven cooking. A slow cooker with a fixed pot, or a lid with plastic fittings, should never be put into a hot oven – the heat will melt the plastic and cause dangerous electrical damage. For the same reason, don’t be tempted to store the slow cooker in a cold oven – it’s so easy to forget it is there when you next switch on the oven.
 
         Do not put food or liquid straight into the outer casing.
 
         Slow cookers create such relatively low temperatures that it is rare to find a burnt-on tidemark around the edge of the pot – the sort that is common with oven-cooked dishes. As a result, the earthenware pot, whether fixed or removable, is not difficult to clean.
 
         After serving, switch off the slow cooker and, if you don’t plan to wash it immediately, fill with hot or warm water. Pour away this soaking water just before you clean the pot.
 
         For some models, only the glass lid is dishwasher proof – check the manufacturer’s instructions.
 
         A removable pot can be lifted out of the casing and washed in a bowl of hot soapy water using a nylon scrubber or brush. A slow cooker with fixed pot should not be immersed in the water but should be stood on the draining board. If the flex is detachable, remove it; otherwise keep the plug away from the water. Half fill the pot with hot soapy water and clean using a nylon scrubber or brush. Pour away this water, fill with clean rinsing water, pour away and dry.
 
         Sometimes, a white chalky deposit marks the pot after steaming a pudding. This should be removed with a nylon, not metal, scourer and a mild liquid cleaner.
 
         Wipe the exterior with a damp cloth. The inner lining may also be wiped if the pot is removable, but remember that the metal may still be hot. Take care not to let food spill out of the pot into the outer casing, as it will burn on. Never put water into the outer casing.
 
         On no account try to repair an electrical fault yourself. The manufacturer is best equipped to do the job safely and efficiently. 
         
 
         Safety Advice
 
              
            	Don’t allow young children to touch the slow cooker when in use or to get close to it as the casing and lid will become very hot and it can ‘spit’ small amounts of hot liquid.
     
            	Always use oven gloves when lifting the lid and taking the removable pot out of the slow cooker.
     
            	Always stand the hot removable pot on a board or cloth, not directly on a work surface or on a polished surface.
     
            	Always follow the manufacturer’s safety guidelines.
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