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  INTRODUCTION




  Most Americans own a slow cooker, even if it’s just languishing in a kitchen cupboard or basement storage room. But there are many reasons to pull out that neglected slow cooker and put it to work, including better tasting, healthier food; time, energy, and money savings; and ease of cleanup.




  This book, featuring easy, delicious recipes, straightforward instruction and commonsense safety information, will help you become a slow cooker pro and feed your family excellent food for less money. When the slow cooker is used correctly, with staggered cooking times for different foods and judicious seasoning, you can produce excellent quality meals with very little work.




  It’s estimated that more than 80 percent of American households own a slow cooker. While this appliance was quite popular in the 1970s, it faded during the last few years of the twentieth century, and is now making a comeback. The ease of use, excellent results, and time and money saved make it a valued appliance in the kitchen.




  This book will focus on familiar slow-cooked foods and introduce you to more exotic, delicious recipes. A simple, clear layout, with photos of not only the completed dish but also steps along the way, makes learning easy. Once you have discovered the many ways to use the slow cooker, you will be able to adapt recipes to your taste and create your own meals to satisfy your family.




  Each spread is self-contained, with tips and instructions on how to perfectly and safely prepare and cook each recipe. Simple variations that transform the recipe into something completely new are highlighted, showing you that mastering several basic techniques will exponentially increase your repertoire. Ethnic flavors, like Pork Carnitas, Greek Chicken Stew, Shepherd’s Pie, and Corned Beef, along with trendy new tastes and food combinations, are introduced via the variations.
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  Topics covered include how to cook multiple foods at the same time, how to use the slow cooker to make unexpected recipes like cheesecakes and salads, why slow-cooked food is healthier for your family, and how to make entire meals from the slow cooker. Slow cooker safety is stressed, with safe cooking ranges and final temperatures listed for each recipe. You’ll also learn how to test the accuracy of your slow cooker.




  You should own more than one slow cooker. Not only do the different sizes cook different types of food better, but you can make an entire meal in a collection of slow cookers. The main dish will cook in the largest appliance, while potatoes stay warm in another. A chocolate bread pudding cooks without any attention while you’re eating.




  There is more to slow cooking than just filling up the pot and turning it on. Once you learn the special preparation methods some slow cooker recipes demand, all of your attempts will turn out better.




  There have been many advances in slow cooker technology over just the last five to six years. Electronic controls let you program a cooking sequence into the appliance. For instance, you can set it to cook for 1 hour on high to get the temperature up quickly, then set it to low for the rest of the cooking time.
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  The delayed-start and keep-warm features are also great advances. They let you safely stretch the cooking time by 2 hours on each side. This lets you be away from the house longer and still return to safe, perfectly cooked food.




  Food Safety




  Food safety is one of the most important facets of cooking. If someone gets sick from food you cooked, not only is all your work, time, and money lost, but there can be serious consequences.




  Some have questioned the safety of the slow cooker because it cooks at low temperatures. There’s no need to be concerned. The low setting cooks at 200 degrees F, and the high setting at 300 degrees F, well above the “danger zone” of 40 to 140 degrees F.
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  There are some food safety rules you need to follow:




  • Don’t cook frozen meats in the slow cooker. The cold temperature of the meats can keep the entire temperature of the dish in the danger zone too long.




  • Don’t cook a whole chicken or whole turkey in this appliance; the slow cooker just can’t heat these birds fast enough to prevent bacterial growth. And the slow cooker’s heat doesn’t reach the interior of whole birds fast enough to bring them quickly through the danger zone.




  • Don’t cool food in the slow cooker. The thick ceramic insert is designed to hold heat for a long time. If food in the insert is placed into the refrigerator, it will take too long to cool below 40 degrees F. Just transfer the food to a food storage container and refrigerate promptly.




  • Finally, watch the time that the food is not cooking. Perishable foods, which include meat, dairy products, eggs, and cheese, cannot be left out at room temperature longer than 2 hours, cooked or uncooked. If the ambient temperature is above 80 degrees, that safe time shrinks to 1 hour. Promptly refrigerate foods after cooking.




  It’s important to understand preparaton techniques and steps that improve the quality of food that comes from your slow cooker. Browned meats add color and remarkable flavor to the dishes, while precooking some foods like beans and grains makes the end result very delicious and appealing.




  Some vegetables should be cooked before adding to the slow cooker. Onions and garlic are the most common ingredients that need precooking. These foods add great flavor and texture to recipes, but they can be harsh and overpowering when uncooked. Sauté them in oil or butter before adding to the recipe so they become sweet and mellow in the slow cooker.




  Making a whole meal in the slow cooker is easy. Pick a main dish, a vegetable dish, and a dessert from this book. Choose the time when you want to serve dinner, and then write down a timetable.




  Start the longest-cooking recipe first, then stagger the cooking times of the remaining dishes so everything will be done at the same time. You may want to delay dessert to finish cooking an hour after the other foods so you can leisurely enjoy your meal.




  Dessert can sometimes be made ahead of time, so if that’s the case, make it in the morning or the night before. Main dishes usually cook longer than side dishes, so plan those in advance as well. Work backwards from your chosen serving time to figure out when to start the slow cookers.




  Start the longest-cooking recipe first, then stagger the cooking times of the remaining dishes so everything will be done at the same time. You may want to delay dessert to finish cooking an hour after the other foods so you can leisurely enjoy your meal.




  Care and Use




  Caring for your slow cooker is easy. The inserts are usually dishwasher safe (read the instructions!) but it’s a good idea, after you remove the food, to fill the insert with hot, soapy water and let it stand until you’re ready to clean.




  If you use a plastic slow cooker liner, cleanup is a breeze; just throw away the liner after you’ve removed the food. Note: Only use commercial liners that are specifically made for use in the slow cooker. Ordinary plastic bags, even cooking bags, may melt and ruin your food and the slow cooker. Spraying the insert with nonstick cooking spray will also help reduce cleanup to a wipe with a soapy sponge.




  Never add cold water to a hot insert; the ceramic could crack. And speaking of cracks, if your insert develops cracks, even tiny hairline cracks, you shouldn’t use it. Those cracks can harbor bacteria that may contaminate your food. And tiny cracks can develop into larger cracks, or the insert could break apart while it is holding hot food. Many companies offer insert replacements: Check their Web sites.




  When you’ve learned how to make a basic recipe, start incorporating your own favorite flavors and ingredients. Almost all food can be cooked in a slow cooker (with the probable exception of lettuce!), and the appliance blends and accents flavors beautifully.




  Enjoy these recipes. As you get more experienced in slow cooking, you’ll be able to branch out and invent your own recipes. Be sure to write them down. It’s hard to re-create a masterpiece from memory.




  




  HOW IT WORKS




  A slow cooker is a simple appliance that works wonders with inexpensive food




  Your slow cooker is ready to go right out of the box. This versatile appliance stands alone, ready to transform tough cuts of meat and vegetables into flavorful feasts.




  The true slow cooker consists of a round or oval metal housing that holds the heating element. It literally surrounds the food with heat as it cooks. This part of the slow cooker should never be immersed in water; wipe clean with a damp cloth or sponge.
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  Most slow cookers have inserts that actually hold the food. Stoneware inserts are very thick and heavy, and are meant to retain heat. Handle them carefully, because they can chip or break easily. A crack in the insert means it must be discarded.




  Slow Cooker Housing
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        Slow cookers cook at two temperatures. Low setting reaches 200 degrees F, while the high setting reaches 300 degrees F. These settings are safe for food.


      




      	

        Meats are the focus for food safety in a slow cooker. Meats need to be cooked to 155 to 180 degrees F, depending on the type, so these temperatures are sufficient.


      




      	

        Try to keep the housing unit clean. Wipe up spills right away so they don’t cook onto the housing.


      


    


  




  The lid is an integral part of the slow cooker. It traps heat and moisture and helps heat circulate around the food. You must use the lid designed for your slow cooker so the food cooks properly.




  The power cord is deliberately short to avoid accidents. Place the slow cooker on a heatproof surface, like the top of an oven or a large tile, to protect your countertop. And never use an extension cord with the slow cooker; a long cord invites accidents, especially if it hangs over the edge of a counter.




  Inserts
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        Most new slow cookers now come with a removable stoneware or metal insert.


      




      	

        This insert makes it easy to clean the slow cooker and to serve food. If your older slow cooker is all one piece, use cooking bags to make cleaning easier.


      




      	

        Be careful with the stoneware inserts. If they crack or chip, you’ll have to discard them. These blemishes can harbor bacteria.


      




      	

        Most inserts are dishwasher-safe. Be sure to read the instruction booklet and follow information about cleaning and storage.


      


    


  




  

    YELLOW●LIGHT




    Because the stone inserts are so thick, and retain heat so well, do not keep the food in the insert after it is cooked. The insert will slow down cooling, and will keep food in the danger zone of 40 to 140 degrees F too long, even in the refrigerator. Always remove cooked food from the insert and store in food-safe, well-sealed containers.


  




  Sealed Lid
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        Even though it’s a loose fit, the lid on a slow cooker actually forms a seal with the insert.


      




      	

        This seal is created by moisture and a little bit of pressure from the heat of the food.


      




      	

        The low heat and the moisture circulate in the slow cooker. Condensation from evaporated liquid is kept in the appliance.


      




      	

        There is little or no loss of moisture with this appliance; the food stays juicy and tender. Don’t lift the lid more than you have to.


      


    


  




  HOW TO FILL IT




  Filling the slow cooker properly is key to best results




  Because all the food cooks at the same time, variable cooking times come into play when filling the appliance. Follow these rules to the letter for best results.




  The foods that cook most slowly in the slow cooker aren’t meats, as you’d expect, but hard root vegetables like potatoes, carrots, and squash. These foods must be placed in the hottest part of the cooker, as close to the heat source as possible.




  Place Root Vegetables
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        Make sure that root vegetables are prepared as directed in the recipe. Most need to be peeled and cubed or diced.


      




      	

        These vegetables should all be cut to about the same size, as they take the same amount of time to cook.


      




      	

        Place vegetables evenly in the bottom of the slow cooker, and either layer them as the recipe suggests, or mix together.


      




      	

        Even if you’re making roasted vegetables, you need to add a small amount of liquid so the vegetables don’t burn.


      


    


  




  Always place root vegetables on the bottom of the slow cooker. They will become tender and sweet, and all of the juices from meats and broths, and flavors from herbs and spices, will infuse them.




  Also place rice and grains on the bottom of the slow cooker. They have to be completely covered with liquid as they cook or they will never become tender.




  Faster Cooking Foods
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        Meats and more tender vegetables, along with dried fruits, are placed on top of root vegetables, beans, or grains.


      




      	

        You can cook very tender produce in the slow cooker. Add peas, green onions, and fresh herbs at the very end of cooking time.


      




      	

        Dairy products, like milk, cream, and cheese, are also added at the very end of the cooking time.


      




      	

        Often, stabilizers like flour, cornstarch, or arrowroot are stirred in with dairy products to help prevent curdling and keep the sauce smooth.


      


    


  




  Fill a slow cooker between one-half and three-quarters full. If you use less food, you run the risk of burning. And if you use more, the food may not cook through or the slow cooker could overflow as foods release juices.




  As you get more accustomed to the slow cooker, filling it will become second nature and you’ll learn how to eyeball quantities instead of precisely measuring foods.




  Correctly Filled
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        No matter the recipe, slow cookers should be filled between ½ and ¾ full.


      




      	

        To decide which size slow cooker you need, add up all of the non-liquid ingredients in cups, then divide by 4 to calculate the number of quarts.


      




      	

        Multiply the number of quarts by 3 and divide by 2 to get the size of slow cooker you need.


      




      	

        Example: If recipe calls for 14 cups of food, you would need a 5-quart slow cooker. 14÷4×3÷2≈5


      


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    For recipes like soups and stews, you can alter the recipes “on the fly.” Add ingredients until the slow cooker is properly filled, then add enough liquid to just cover the food. For less flexible dishes you have to keep the proportions of food to liquid the same, so follow the recipe carefully.


  




  Stirring the Food
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        Whenever you lift the slow cooker lid (even for stirring), it releases heat and extends the cooking time. Add another 20 minutes for each time the lid is lifted.


      




      	

        When recipes specifically call for stirring, additional cooking time has already been factored in. Follow directions carefully and stir only as required.


      




      	

        If you need to see the food, just spin the lid in place to remove condensation rather than lift the lid.


      


    


  




  SLOW COOKER SIZES




  Large or small: These are the slow cookers you need




  Since filling slow cookers accurately is so crucial to recipe success, owning a variety of sizes and shapes of slow cookers is key.




  Slow cookers are among the most in expensive appliances on the market. They can, especially with liners made of metal, literally substitute for a stove and oven. You can bake, roast, boil, and simmer in a slow cooker; all for less than a hundred dollars.




  Basic 4-Quart Round
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        The basic 4-quart slow cooker should be in every kitchen. It’s the perfect size for making spaghetti sauce or soup.


      




      	

        This size slow cooker is also ideal for keeping food, like mashed potatoes or other side dishes, warm during holiday meals.


      




      	

        Most of these slow cookers come with a stoneware insert that fits snugly into the housing. Use cooking spray to grease the insert before use for easy cleanup.


      




      	

        As with all appliances, follow directions for care in your instruction booklet.


      


    


  




  Slow cookers range in size from diminutive 2-cup babies made for serving appetizers or condiments, to large 7-quart oval monsters that can serve a crowd.




  The standard 4-quart slow cooker will handle most of your cooking needs. In it you can prepare a 12-cup pasta sauce or feed a family of four a meal of chicken and vegetables.




  The next addition to your slow cooker family should be a small slow cooker of 1½ to 2 quarts. With it, you can make a hot dip for a party and keep the dip hot and fresh while serving.




  1-Quart Slow Cooker
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        Small slow cookers range from 2 cups to 2 quarts. The very small sizes are used for melting chocolate or making appetizers.


      




      	

        1½ and 2-quart models are ideal for small families, whether you’re making soup or spicy chicken.


      




      	

        Hot dips, snack mixes, and tiny sauces cook perfectly in the small slow cooker, and you can use it for serving.


      




      	

        If there are 1-2 people in your family, a smaller slow cooker can prepare 2 chicken breasts or pork chops.


      


    


  




  Then, a 5- to 7-quart oval slow cooker is a great addition. These slow cookers hold larger cuts of meat, like hams, roasts, and large pieces of chicken with ease. With slow cookers this size, you can feed 8 to 10 people a complete meal.




  Keep your slow cooker family in good condition and it will serve you well for years.




  6-Quart Slow Cooker
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        The 6-quart slow cooker is the one to purchase if you have a family larger than 4 people.


      




      	

        It will cook 16 cups of soup or spaghetti sauce, enough to feed a family and freeze leftovers.


      




      	

        A slow cooker of this size is also good for baking desserts and making breakfast cereals.


      




      	

        A 7- or 8-inch springform pan or cake pan will fit into this slow cooker with room for heat to circulate.


      


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    When choosing the slow cooker to use for a recipe, especially if you’re creating your own, just add up the volume of the ingredients and choose a slow cooker based on filling it ½ to ¾ full.




    Think about appearance as well. An attractive slow cooker can be used to serve as well as cook.


  




  7-Quart Oval
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        These large slow cookers make preparing a holiday meal for a crowd a breeze.


      




      	

        You should be able to fit a large roast or half a ham in this appliance, with room to spare.


      




      	

        You can make whole meals for 6–8 people by adding vegetables or fruits to the large cuts of meat.


      




      	

        If you routinely cook for more than 6 people, you may want to purchase multiple large slow cookers.


      


    


  




  SAUCES AND THICKENERS




  Many slow cooker recipes need these additions for stabilizing




  One of the critical parts of slow cooker success is creating sauces. Since foods release liquid when they are cooked in the slow cooker, and that liquid doesn’t evaporate, it’s essential that the sauces have a little extra help so they don’t break or separate.




  This is why many slow cooker recipes call for canned condensed creamed soups. The soups have stabilizers, emulsifiers, and other additives that keep the liquid stable over the long, slow, wet cooking time. Since condensed soups aren’t very healthy, you can substitute a white sauce.
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  White sauces aren’t difficult to make; they just take a little practice. Once you’ve learned how to make a white sauce, you can whip one up in about 10 minutes. And you control the sodium and ingredients that your family eats.




  White Sauce
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        In small saucepan, melt butter over medium heat. You can add minced garlic, shallots, or onion at this point.


      




      	

        Add the flour, salt, and pepper. Cook and stir with a wire whisk to incorporate the flour into the butter. Let simmer for 2–3 minutes.


      




      	

        Slowly add the milk or light cream, whisking constantly.


      




      	

        Cook and stir over low heat until the sauce thickens. Stir in cornstarch and remove from heat; use as directed in recipe.


      


    


  




  You can vary the white sauce with the type of liquid you use. You can add herbs, spices, condiments like mustard or flavored vinegars, and almost any kind of shredded or grated cheese.




  If someone in your family is allergic to wheat or milk, you can still make a white sauce using a thickener other than flour, or a liquid other than milk or cream: variations are included.




  Yield: 1 cup




  Sauces for Allergies
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        For a milk allergy, simply substitute soy milk or rice milk for cow’s milk. You can use dairy-free margarine in place of the butter.


      




      	

        Or use chicken broth, beef broth, or vegetable broth in place of the milk. The result is called a veloute sauce.


      




      	

        For wheat allergies, combine 1 tablespoon cornstarch or arrowroot with 1 cup milk. Add this to the melted butter and cook for 3–4 minutes.


      


    


  




  

    MAKE IT EASY


  




  

    If you don’t want to make a white sauce, you can substitute bottled Alfredo sauces. These products are higher quality than canned soups, and often have additional ingredients like roasted garlic, herbs, and cheeses. A 16-ounce jar of Alfredo sauce is equal to 2 cups of a homemade white sauce.


  




  Oil-Based White Sauce
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        An oil-based white sauce is based on the classic Cajun roux.


      




      	

        Combine 2 tablespoons vegetable oil with 2 tablespoons flour in a small saucepan.


      




      	

        Cook and stir over low heat just until the mixture takes on a tiny bit of gold. Then add 1 cup milk; cook and stir until thickened.


      




      	

        Shredded cheese can be added to any of these sauces; use ⅓ cup of cheese for 1 cup of sauce.


      


    


  




  ENTERTAIN WITH SLOW COOKERS




  Slow cookers function as a personal chef, making entertaining a breeze




  Slow cookers are ideal for entertaining because the food cooks without any attention from you, it frees up your stovetop and oven, and you can serve directly from the appliance.




  You can remove the insert and place it on a trivet or hot pad on the table, or keep the slow cooker fully assembled and plug it in for a buffet.
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  You have to keep an eye on the time, however. A keep-warm feature will keep the food at a safe serving temperature for 2 hours. If you only have low and high settings, place the slow cooker on low and stir it occasionally. After 2 hours, refrigerate the food.




  It’s possible to make an entire meal in a series of slow cookers. Serve a flavorful mulled beverage along with a hot dip before dinner. Then offer a main dish like beef stroganoff or chicken verde; serve it over rice pilaf made in a small slow cooker, with some glazed carrots on the side. And for dessert, a chocolate cheesecake cooks to perfection in the slow cooker.




  Make a Complete Meal
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        For cooking an entire meal in slow cookers, you’ll need different sizes and shapes.


      




      	

        A roast uses a larger, oval slow cooker, especially if you put vegetables around it, while mashed potatoes cook best in a 3- or 4-quart cooker.


      




      	

        The smallest slow cookers are perfect for dips, while side dishes cook in the small to medium sizes.


      




      	

        You can also easily stagger the starting times if the foods cook for different times.


      


    


  




  Even making one or two dishes in the slow cooker is like having your own personal kitchen assistant. And with the delayed-start and keep-warm features, entertaining has never been easier.




  Beverages
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        Any hot beverage can be made or kept warm in a slow cooker during a party.


      




      	

        The keep-warm or low setting is perfect. But when the amount of liquid in the slow cooker drops to less than ⅓, turn it off.


      




      	

        If you’re serving a large party or are holding a long open house, have more than one beverage cooking.


      




      	

        Just stagger times so you can remove the old beverage and put out the new when it’s ready.


      


    


  




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    The slow cooker is the perfect choice when entertaining during the hot summer months. It doesn’t heat up your kitchen, and you can prepare the food ahead of time and just add to the slow cooker, stir, and turn it on. Bean and vegetable dishes are a great complement to grilled meats.


  




  Buffet Sets
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        For a buffet, there’s nothing better than a slow cooker set. You still have the flexibility of three separate slow cookers.


      




      	

        Each has its own timer and heat regulation, so you can easily cook more than one dish.


      




      	

        Set the buffet cooker on the table you’ll use during the party; it will be too heavy to lift or move when full.


      




      	

        Again, make sure to keep track of the time the food is sitting out—after 2 hours, remove it.


      


    


  




  HOW TO ADAPT RECIPES




  Adapt oven and stovetop recipes to the slow cooker




  Many recipes that you cook in the oven and on the stovetop can be adapted to the slow cooker. There are just a few rules to follow.




  First, choose a recipe. If it’s a soup or stew, reduce the liquid by about half and you’re ready to go. Add a browning step if the recipe calls for beef or pork, and ground meats must be cooked and drained before adding to the slow cooker.




  Reducing Liquid
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        For a soup, the liquid should just barely cover the solid ingredients when cooking starts.


      




      	

        If there is excess liquid in the slow cooker when the soup is done, there are a few ways to reduce it.


      




      	

        Spoon out some of the liquid, or turn the heat to high and cook with the lid off for 20–30 minutes.


      




      	

        Or transfer the liquid to a pan and simmer on the stovetop until reduced, then return to the slow cooker.


      


    


  




  Any recipes that call for long cooking times like braising or roasting are adaptable. Just remember to place root vegetables in the bottom of the slow cooker and top with meats and tender produce.




  When cooking meat, first trim off any visible fat, since that will affect the taste and texture of the dish. Reduce liquids by ⅔ because of the slow cooker’s moist environment.




  Large Cuts of Meat
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        Large cuts of meat cook well in the slow cooker; in fact, the cheaper the cut, the better the result.


      




      	

        Coat the meat with seasoned flour and brown it first; this adds flavor and thickens liquid for gravy.


      




      	

        Season the food well: dried herbs will stand up to the long cooking time, but their potency may be reduced.


      




      	

        You can add some fresh herb of the same type at the end of cooking time to punch up the flavor.


      


    


  




  For timing, multiply the time of your recipe by 6 for low heat cooking, or by 3½ for cooking on high. In general, to cook a 3-pound chunk of meat will take 4 hours on high or 7 hours on low, while chicken breasts take 5 hours and dark meat 6 to 7 hours on low.




  Then always check the recipe at the shortest cooking time so foods don’t overcook or burn.
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    ZOOM


  




  

    The slow cooker is a very healthy way to cook foods. The long, slow cooking time reduces unhealthy compounds that form in high heat, called advanced glycation end products, or AGEs. So using your slow cooker can help lower the risk of developing diabetes, heart disease, and cancer.


  




  Layer Foods Properly
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        Layering foods is crucial to success; hard vegetables go in the bottom, while tender vegetables go on top.


      




      	

        Rice and pasta can be difficult to cook in the slow cooker. They should be placed on the bottom so they are covered with liquid.


      




      	

        Usually, brown and wild rice work well. And smaller pasta like orzo or shells can be added during the last 15–20 minutes.


      




      	

        Larger pastas should be cooked separately and added to the finished dish.


      


    


  




  




  LADLES, SPOONS, AND SIEVES




  These tools will help you rearrange and remove food with ease




  You don’t need a lot of extra equipment to cook in your slow cooker. Regular tools like knives, a swivel-bladed vegetable peeler, and a skillet to brown meats and cook onions and ground meat are standard in any kitchen.




  Ladles and spoons are important tools for the slow cooker. You’ll also need a strainer, especially if you make broths and stocks in your slow cooker. Have a selection of ladles on hand. Ladles have a more rounded bowl, usually set at a right angle to the handle so it’s easy to lift liquids. You should have a couple made of heat-resistant plastic, some made of steel or other metal, and some pretty serving ladles. Ladles are perfect for serving and for adding more liquid to the slow cooker.




  Silicone Ladle
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        You may want to have a variety of sizes of ladles on hand. They are also available in different colors.


      




      	

        Silicone ladles easily release food, and are good for serving sticky items like sauce for chicken or cheesy appetizers.


      




      	

        High-quality ladles, from Henckels or Kitchenaid, run around $15 to $20.


      




      	

        For serving, you may want ladles of different materials, like sterling silver or china, to match your dinnerware or utensils.


      


    


  




  Regular and slotted spoons should be on hand too. Slotted spoons are great for removing meats to shred or chop, and removing food from excess liquid. Stainless steel and wooden spoons are both good choices.




  Slotted Spoon
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        Slotted spoons have holes, slots, or decorative openings punched into the bowl. They are the same size as large serving spoons.


      




      	

        They work like a sieve, but let slightly larger items like chopped onions or garlic pass through.


      




      	

        Spoons should be sturdy, with long handles so your fingers stay away from the heat and steam.


      




      	

        These spoons can be made from metal, silicone, heat-proof rubber, china, or ceramic.


      


    


  




  And sieves will help you strain broths as well as skim foam from the surface of simmering broths and stocks.




  Be sure to buy the best quality, sturdiest items you can afford. Keep them in good working condition and on hand to help with your slow cooking chores.




  [image: image]




  

    GREEN●LIGHT




    When you find a ladle, spoon, or sieve that you really like and that feels good in your hand, buy more than one. Utensils come and go on the market, and your favorite spoon may become unavailable. These tools are inexpensive and store easily.


  




  Bamboo Brass Skimmer
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        This type of skimmer or sieve usually has a bamboo handle and a brass mesh spoon.


      




      	

        The handle stays cool when the spoon is immersed in boiling or simmering liquids.


      




      	

        Strainers and sieves come in two forms: stand-alone models and those with a long single handle.


      




      	

        A strainer with a handle usually has a hook on the opposite end so it can sit on top of a pot to receive broth or stock.


      


    


  




  COOKING BAGS AND FOIL




  Cooking bags and foil assist in preparation and cooking




  A removable insert took the slow cooker to the next generation back in the 1980s. This advance made the appliance much easier to clean.




  But making sure your slow cooker insert is sparkling clean is still a challenge. You can spray the insert with nonstick cooking spray before adding the food, but there is an easier way.




  Heat resistant cooking bags, also called plastic liners, let you use your slow cooker with absolutely no cleanup at all. Just place the liner in the slow cooker, fill it with food, turn it on, and cook.




  [image: image]




  Then all you have to do is remove and serve (or store) the food, then lift out the liner and throw it away.




  Foil is another essential slow cooker tool. Foil balls, made by crumpling the material in your fist, will help hold meat out of the liquid for roasting. And crossed foil strips fit neatly under a meatloaf so you can easily lift it out of the appliance when it’s done.




  Foil Balls
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        Heavy duty or regular foil can be used to make these balls. Keep the balls the same size so the meat sits solidly on them.


      




      	

        This allows the meat to steam rather than braise sitting in liquid.


      




      	

        The fat drains off the meat as it cooks, so the finished dish has much less fat.


      




      	

        If you’re concerned about aluminum, don’t use the juices that accumulate around the foil balls. It won’t affect the meat.


      


    


  




  Finally, paper towels also have a place in your slow cooker collection. When baking, place paper towels under the lid to catch moisture so it doesn’t drip onto the baked goods.




  With these inexpensive materials, using the slow cooker is even easier and less work for you.




  Paper Towel under Lid
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        Again, read labels to find out if the paper towel is approved for use with food.


      




      	

        Microwave-safe paper towels are a good bet; they’re approved for use with food, moisture, and heat.


      




      	

        Place 3–4 layers of paper towel on top of the slow cooker; make sure the paper towel is large enough to sit on top.


      




      	

        Then cover with the lid of the slow cooker. Because you’re placing paper next to heat, don’t leave the house when cooking with this method.


      


    


  




  

    RED●LIGHT




    Do not reuse heat-resistant cooking bags, foil, or paper towels. These materials are intended as one-use products, and can’t be sufficiently cleaned to make them safe for reuse. These items are very inexpensive, so using new cooking bags, foil, and paper towels each time isn’t prohibitive.


  




  Foil Strips
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        To make the foil strips, tear off two 24-inch-long pieces of aluminum foil.


      




      	

        Fold the foil in half lengthwise, then fold in half again to make two 24-inch-long × 3-inch-wide strips.


      




      	

        Cross the strips over each other and place in the bottom of the slow cooker. Let the ends extend beyond the lid.


      




      	

        Add the meatloaf or roast; cover and cook as directed. Use the foil to help remove the food from the slow cooker.
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