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  Preface




  There’s no singular cause for the astronomical rise in food costs during the past few years, and the factors—like many of the economic crises we’re facing—are global, not national, in scope. You can cite reasons ranging from the growth of the middle class in India and China to the restrictions placed on soybean exports from Argentina, as well as the diversion of America’s corn crop to ethanol and the rise in the cost of gasoline to transport foods from producers to supermarkets. All are pertinent, and it’s likely that none will soon be ameliorated.




  That’s where $3 Slow-Cooked Meals, and the other titles in this series, enter your life and kitchen. We can’t fight the fact that food is taking a bigger bite out of our budgets. But we can enjoy delicious meals at the end of a day that stretch that budget and never deprive our taste buds of both flavor and nutrition. Best of all, the “secret ingredient” to most of these delectable dishes is probably in your house—if not out on your counter.




  It’s a slow cooker, aka Crock-Pot™. These simple and safe electrical appliances that use about the same energy as a 60-watt bulb are now found in 83 percent of American kitchens, which is the same percentage of homes that have coffee pots. And with good reason! The slow cooker sets you free; it tends to its contents all by itself.




  The slow cooker watches over your cooking so you can leave for work—or go to a movie with a friend—with a clear conscience, and the reassurance that a tantalizing and healthful meal will await you.




  The mouth-watering aroma that greets you when you walk into your house at the end of the day is the first benefit of a slow cooker. Although the food is barely simmering, it’s been cooking for long enough that the innate flavors of all the ingredients have blended together and fill the air with their fragrance. By the time a dish is ready, it has been simmering for some time. Like a puff of smoke coming up from a genie’s bottle, it lures you right to the kitchen.




  There’s nothing new about slow cooking; it’s been around for centuries, even before there were kitchens, or houses for that matter. The first slow cooking was done in pottery, as it still is today. By the fifth century BCE, iron pots holding simmering food were left to cook all day and all night in the fire’s embers. Although slow cooking was a necessity in the past, today it’s a choice. With some advance preparation, busy people can enjoy a delicious, homemade meal that cooks without anyone around to watch it. That’s a freedom not listed in the Bill of Rights, but a freedom it certainly is!




  This book could be called “Confessions of a Former Slow Cooker Snob,” and if you have been reticent to use a slow cooker because you visualize with horror cans of “cream of something” soup in your shopping cart, you’re not alone. The primary reason I resisted using my slow cooker extensively for a few decades was that the recipes I saw written for the slow cooker were full of processed foods, and by extension, chemicals. But the recipes in $3 Slow-Cooked Meals will demonstrate that slow cookers can produce delicious meals made totally with fresh ingredients.




  There are differences between cooking in a slow cooker and cooking conventionally, and you’ll learn all about those in this book. A slow cooker can’t produce crispy fried chicken or a crunchy chocolate chip cookie. But it can produce thick and healthful bean dishes, myriad hearty soups, luscious meat and poultry stews, and sinfully rich bread puddings—both savory ones for brunch and sweet ones for dessert.




  What differentiates $3 Slow-Cooked Meals from other cookbooks devoted to the slow cooker—including my own previous books—is that most recipes in this book give you instructions for how to make the dish conventionally as well as in the slow cooker, either simmered on top of the stove or baked in the oven.




  Why? Because it expands your options and gives you more flexibility. Once you’ve cooked a dish successfully and garnered rave reviews from your family and friends, you’re more likely to want to cook it again. But what if you decide to cook it at 5:00 on a Sunday afternoon, and the minimum time for a slow cooker to complete the cooking is five hours? Maybe that recipe could be dinner for the next night, but not the Sunday supper you envisioned.




  Or, what to do when you liked a dish so much that you want to make it for a dinner party of 20 guests next week? There’s a finite limit to the size of a batch of food you can make in the slow cooker; it’s the size for which the recipe is written. But it’s always possible to produce larger batches of food when cooking conventionally; you just use a larger pot or roasting pan. All of my labor testing these dishes both in the slow cooker and with a conventional stove gives you a chance to decide how you would like to cook them.




  There are some dishes in $3 Slow-Cooked Meals that fall within the universal description of slow cooking—cooking that takes time—rather than slow cooker cooking. These include many innovative ways to utilize the leftovers from cooking—a cost-effective turkey dish when it’s not Thanksgiving, or corned beef on a day other than St. Patrick’s Day. Not to mention desserts like a classic cheesecake or a homey carrot cake that can be made for mere cents a serving at home but garner high price tags in bakeries. You’ll learn to make them from the recipes in this book, too.




  So dust off your slow cooker, if it’s been banished to the basement. And get ready for some exotic aromas, followed by fabulous flavors.




  Stick with me and the recipes in $3 Slow-Cooked Meals and dazzle your family and friends with the array of delicious dishes coming forth from your slow cooker.




  Happy cooking!




  —Ellen Brown


  Providence, Rhode Island




  Introduction




  This book is about spending very little time in the kitchen—but enjoying all the aromas, flavors, and textures from foods that did. And you don’t even have to be home to monitor the progress of the cooking, because these delicious dishes are simmering away in your slow cooker.




  You can be at work, taking the kids for a romp in the park, or at a movie. And when you walk into your house you’re greeted by a nutritious, healthful meal that satisfies all your senses—and doesn’t stretch your limited food budget. You’ll be eating like a prince on a pauper’s budget, but budget is hardly synonymous with boring. Frugal food can be exciting and fun. Plus, it’s easy to prepare.




  The recipes in $3 Slow-Cooked Meals encompass comfort food classics, like meatloaf and pot roast, but no one culture or cuisine owns comfort food. What’s a stew in Boston is a daube in Bordeaux and a cazuela in Buenos Aires. So along with American favorites are recipes drawn from cuisines around the world. But all the ingredients can be found in your supermarket—and at a reasonable cost.




  While flexibility and freedom are two of the slow cooker’s trump cards, there are others, too:




  

    	Slow cookers don’t scorch thick stews and bean dishes that tend to stick to the bottom of a pan placed over the direct heat of a stove burner.




    	Slow cookers provide a third hand for party prep. Use a slow cooker to free up the oven for food that needs higher heat. Plus, a slow cooker can be left alone.




    	Slow cookers don’t heat up the kitchen, so they’re perfect for summer cooking.




    	Slow cookers keep food warm so family members can eat at different times, if necessary, and the food remains hot while not drying out.


  




  To fully appreciate the wonders of the slow cooker, you need to understand some of the basics of food chemistry underpinning its operation. How all food is cooked is divided into two camps; there’s “wet heat” and there’s “dry heat.” The slow cooker is the champ for making “wet heat” foods, while roasting in a hot oven or over glowing coals are the way we cook “dry heat” foods.




  Every cuisine has less-tender cuts of meat—which, fortuitously, are also less expensive—that are simmered in flavorful liquid for many hours until they’re tender. We call it braising if it’s big pieces of food, and stewing if the pieces are smaller. We describe the end result of the process as “fork tender,” and that’s what braising is about—tenderness.




  Braising is a low-heat method because the meat is the same temperature as the simmering liquid, 212°F. This simmering converts the collagen of the meat’s connective tissue to gelatin, which makes the meat tender. There’s no fear of the outside drying out, as in high-heat dry roasting, because the food is covered with a liquid that produces a moist heat. That’s also why it takes almost as long to cook a stew, in which the meat is cut into small pieces, as it does to braise a large roast. The only difference is the time the meat takes to reach the same temperature as the liquid.




  The tougher the piece of meat, the more connective tissue it has, so the more tender it will become after braising. Conversely, if an innately tender cut of meat, such as a tenderloin or rib roast, is braised, it will become tough because there is no collagen to convert. But we don’t have to concern ourselves with beef tenderloin; it’s clearly not within the definition of a $3 meal.




  What you’ll learn reading—and cooking from—this book is how far your finite food budget can stretch. The goal of $3 Slow-Cooked Meals, as well as other books in the $3 Meals series, is an ambitious one; this small amount of money—less than the cost of a large fast food burger or a slice of gourmet pizza—is for your whole meal!




  That includes the greens for your tossed salad, and the pasta or rice you cook to enjoy all the gravy from a stew. And it includes a sweet treat for dessert. So unlike many books that promise cost-conscious cooking, this book really means it.




  In addition to eating wonderfully, you’ll also be eating more healthfully. It may not be by accident that convenience and chemical start with the same letter. Chemicals are what convenience foods are all about; they are loaded up with them to increase their shelf life, both before and after opening. The recipes in this book don’t contain such unhealthy ingredients as trans-fats and high fructose corn syrup, which can be hidden in processed foods, too.




  One of the rules of economical cooking is that the more processed a food is, the more expensive it is. These recipes are made with foods that are ingredients; at one time they grew from the earth, walked upon it, or swam in its waters. The most processing that has taken place is the milk of animals having been transformed into natural cheeses. So when you’re cooking from $3 Slow-Cooked Meals, you’re satisfying your body as well as your budget.




  There’s another reason why cooking the recipes in this book is good for your health; it’s because of the low, gentle heat with which slow cookers accomplish their task. Some compounds called “advanced glycation end products” (AGEs) are formed when sugars, fats, and proteins are heated at high temperatures by grilling, broiling, or even using a microwave oven. These AGEs irritate cells and may be a factor in the formation of heart disease and cancer. Foods cooked in the slow cooker contain fewer AGEs.




  In addition to not taking shortcuts with ingredients, $3 Slow-Cooked Meals also does not take preparation shortcuts that can damage the resulting dish. While many books aimed at slow cooker cooking do not utilize any conventional cooking techniques—like sautéing onions to mellow their flavor or browning meats to add richness to the sauce— that is not the case with the recipes in this book. While no dish takes more than 20 minutes of your active time before you turn on the slow cooker, most of the recipes do include some steps accomplished by conventional cooking.




  There are a few ingredient compromises made to trim costs; however, these shortcuts trim preparation time, too. For my series of $3 Meals books, I’ve used bottled lemon and lime juice in recipe development rather than freshly squeezed juices from the fruits themselves; I discovered it took a bit more juice to achieve the flavor I was after, but with the escalated cost of citrus fruits this was a sacrifice that I chose to make. The same is true with vegetables; many of these recipes call for cost-effective frozen vegetables rather than fresh. For vegetables such as the chopped spinach added to a soup or casserole, or the peas added to many dishes, using frozen produce doesn’t affect the quality of the finished recipe.




  I’ve also limited the range of herbs and spices specified to a core group of less than a dozen. There’s no need to purchase an expensive dried herb that you may never use again.




  On the other hand, there are standards I will never bend. I truly believe that unsalted butter is so far superior to margarine that any minimal cost savings from using margarine is not worth the trade-down in flavor. Good quality Parmesan cheese, freshly grated when you need it, is another ingredient well worth the splurge. You use very little of it, because once grated it takes up far more volume than in a block, and its innate flavor is far superior.




  You’ll also find that the dishes in $3 Slow-Cooked Meals offer a wide range of flavors, and are dishes that are satisfying to the soul.




  
Chapter 1:


  Saving Money at the Supermarket




  You might want to mark February 10 on your calendar as an annual occasion; that’s the date by which you’ve earned enough money to pay your food bills for the year. But with the current rise in food costs, spring flowers may be in bloom by the time you’ve amassed the same sum next year.




  Next to housing and auto expenses, food is Americans’ major annual expense, as it is around the world. The fact that Americans spend about a 12 percent chunk of disposable income on food still remains the envy of most people living in the industrialized world. Just across the border in Canada the figure is 14 percent, while in Mexico it is more than 25 percent.




  But we know that the cost of a dozen eggs, a quart of milk, and a pound of beef is higher than it’s ever been, and this chapter will help you become a savvier shopper. You’ll be able to stretch your food dollar like a sheet of pasta dough—the cost of which has also gone up. Planning and shopping are the cornerstones to trimming the fat out of your food bills, and you’ll learn how to do both.




  
PLAN BEFORE YOU SHOP





  The most important step to cost-effective cooking is to decide logically and intelligently what you’re going to cook for the week. That may sound simple, but if you’re in the habit of deciding when you’re leaving work at the end of the day, chances are you’ve ended up with a lot of frozen pizza or Chinese carry-out. While this section on how to plan is very detailed, it really takes but minutes to compile your master plan once you’ve gotten in the habit.




  A master plan is more important for a book like $3 Slow-Cooked Meals than many others because most dishes require many hours of cooking. You can’t “whip up” a beef stew or a pot of split pea soup on a whim.




  First, look at the week, and what activities are listed. How many nights will you actually be home? Are there guests invited for any meals? How about the kids? Do they have activities that mean that the family won’t be eating dinner together? Is there a sporting event on television that everyone will want to see, so eating may be on laps instead of a table? These are all questions to ponder before putting pen to paper.




  The next step is to shop in your own house first. Look and see what’s still in the refrigerator, and how that food—which you’ve already purchased and perhaps also cooked—can be utilized. Let’s say you roasted a chicken a few days earlier, so look at the recipes in “The Second Time Around” section in Chapter 6 to see some exciting ideas. What about Turkey and Spinach Enchilada Bake? You can use chicken instead of turkey, and that also uses up the leftover spinach from the other night. Or what if, in addition to the chicken, you’ve also got some mashed potatoes? Sounds like Turkey Shepherd’s Pie is a plan, and it uses up the leftover vegetables, too.




  Now look and see what foods you have in the freezer. Part of savvy shopping is stocking up on foods when they’re on sale; in fact, sales of free-standing freezers have grown by more than 10 percent during the past few years, while sales of all other major appliances have gone down. And with good reason—a free-standing freezer allows you to take advantage of sales.




  But preparing food for the freezer to ensure quality is important. Never freeze meats, poultry, or seafood in the supermarket wrapping alone. To guard against freezer burn, double-wrap food in freezer paper or place it in heavy resealable plastic bags. Mark the purchase date on raw food, and the date when frozen on cooked items, and use them within three months.




  Also, part of your strategy as a cook is to cook only a few nights a week; that means when you’re making recipes that can be doubled— like a pasta sauce or stew—you make larger batches and freeze a portion. Those meals are “dinner insurance” for nights you don’t want to cook. Those are the nights that you previously would have brought in the bucket of chicken or the box of pizza, and spent more money for less nutrition.




  The other factor that enters into the initial planning is looking at your depletion list, and seeing what foods and other products need to be purchased. A jar of peanut butter or a bottle of dishwashing liquid might not factor into meal plans, but they do cost money—so they have to be factored into your budget. Some weeks you might not need many supplies, but it always seems to me that all of the cleaning supplies seem to deplete the same week.




  THAT FRUGAL FRAME OF MIND




  The first step to savvy shopping is to get into a frugal frame of mind. You’re out to save money on your food budget, but not feel deprived. You’re going to be eating the delicious dishes in this book.




  Think about where your food budget goes other than the grocery store. The cost of a few “designer coffee” treats at the local coffee shop is equal to a few dinners at home. Couldn’t you brew coffee and take it to work rather than spend $10 a week at the coffee cart? And those cans of soft drinks in the vending machine are four times the cost of bringing a can from home.




  Bringing your lunch to work does increase your weekly supermarket tab, but it accomplishes a few good goals. It adds funds to the bottom line of your total budget, and it allows you to control what you’re eating—and when. If you have a pressured job, chances are there are days that you end up eating from snack food vending machines or fast food at your desk. By bringing your lunch you know what it will be— even if you don’t know when. And almost every office has a microwave oven, so lunch can frequently be leftovers from dinner the night or two before, so the extra cost is minimal.




  STRATEGIES FOR SHOPPING




  It’s a new world out there. You’re going to the supermarket and you’re going to buy what’s on your list. Here’s the first rule: stick to that list. Never go shopping when you’re hungry; that’s when non-essential treats wind up in your basket.




  The next time you are at the market, have a pad and pen with you. Take note of what is located where, such as “baking supplies (flour, sugar, chocolate chips) in aisle 2,” and create a master form for your shopping list according to the layout of your market. Divide a sheet of paper into three columns, starting with the meats, fish, and other protein, and then make listings for dairy products and shelf-stable pantry items by aisle number. After a few times, this system becomes so familiar that you will probably not be referring to your master guide.




  Supermarkets are almost all designed to funnel traffic first into the produce section; that is the last place you want to shop. Begin with the proteins, since many items in other sections of your list relate to the entrees of the dinners you have planned. Once they are gathered, go through and get the shelf-stable items, then the dairy products (so they will not be in the cart for too long) and end with the produce. Using this method, the fragile produce is on the top of the basket, not crushed by the gallons of milk.




  The last step is packing the groceries. If your grocery store gives you the option of packing them yourself, place items stored together in the same bag. That way all of your produce can go directly into the refrigerator, and canned goods destined for the basement will be stored in one trip.




  Bargain Shopping 101




  Every grocery store has weekly sales, and those foods are the place to start your planning for new purchases. And almost every town has competing supermarket chains that offer different products on sale. It’s worth your time to shop in a few venues, because it will generate the most savings. That way you can also determine which chain offers the best store brands, and purchase them while you’re there for the weekly bargains. Here are other ways to save:




  

    	
Clip those coupons. And use them! The best deal you can find is a coupon for an item that is being offered on a “buy one, get one free” promotion in the supermarket. Large companies publish coupons in every Sunday newspaper, and other companies send them at bulk rate with your mail delivery. You can save substantially by spending some time looking at the coupons. I found a $5 off coupon for a premium cat food my finicky cats liked in a local paper, which cost 50 cents. It was worth it to buy four copies of the paper; I spent $2 but I then netted an $18 savings on the cat food.




    	
“Junk mail” may contain more than junk. Don’t toss those Val-pack and other coupon envelopes that arrive in the mail. Look through them carefully, and you’ll find not only coupons for food products, but for many services, too.




    	
Spend a stamp to get a rebate. Many large manufacturers are now sending out coupon books or cash vouchers usable in many stores to customers who mail in receipts demonstrating that they have purchased about $50 of products. For example, Procter & Gamble, the country’s largest advertiser and the company for which the term “soap opera” was invented, is switching millions of dollars from airwaves to these sorts of promotions.




    	
Find bargains online. It’s difficult for me to list specific Web sites because they may be defunct by the time you’re reading this book, but there are hundreds of dollars worth of savings to be culled by printing coupons from Web sites, and for high-end organic products, it’s the only way to access coupons. Ones I use frequently are www.couponmom.com and www.coupons.com, and I also look for the coupon offers on such culinary sites as www.epicurious.com. Also visit manufacturers’ Web sites; they offer both coupons and redemption savings.




    	
Find coupons in the store. Look for those little machines projecting out from the shelves; they usually contain coupons that can be used instantly when you check out. Also, don’t throw out your receipt until you’ve looked at it carefully. Frequently, there are coupons printed on the back. The cashier may also hand you other small slips of paper with your cash register receipt; most of them are coupons for future purchases of items you just bought. They may be from the same brand or they may be from a competing brand. Either way, they offer savings.




    	
Stock up on cans. Even if you live in a small apartment without a basement storage unit, it makes sense to stock up on canned goods when they’re on sale. The answer is to use every spare inch of space. The same plastic containers that fit under your bed to hold out-of-season clothing can also become a pantry for canned goods.




    	
Shuffle those cards. Even if I can’t convince you to clip coupons, the least you can do for yourself to save money is take the five minutes required to sign up for store loyalty cards; many national brands as well as store brands are on sale only when using the card. While the current system has you hand the card to the cashier at the checkout, that will be changing in the near future. Shopping carts will be equipped with card readers that will generate instant coupons according to your purchasing habits. I keep my stack of loyalty cards in the glove box of my car; that way they don’t clutter my purse but I always have them when shopping.




    	
Get a bargain buddy. There’s no question that supermarkets try to lure customers with “buy one, get one free” promotions, and sometimes one is all you really want. And those massive cases of paper towels at the warehouse clubs are also a good deal—if you have unlimited storage space. The answer? Find a bargain buddy with whom you can split large purchases. My friends and I also swap coupons we won’t use but the other person will. Going back to my example of the cat food savings, there were dog food coupons on the same page, so I turned them over to a canine-owning friend.


  




  Learning the Ropes




  The well-informed shopper is the shopper who is saving money, and the information you need to make the best purchasing decision is right there on the supermarket shelves. The shelf tag gives you the cost per unit of measurement. The units can be quarts for salad dressing, ounces for dry cereal, or pounds for canned goods. All you have to do is look carefully.




  But you do have to make sure you’re comparing apples to apples and oranges to oranges—or in this example, stocks to stocks. Some stocks are priced by the quart, while others are by the pound.




  

    	
Check out store brands. Store brands and generics have been improving in quality during the past few years, and according to Consumer Reports, buying them can save anywhere from 15 to 50 percent. Moving from a national brand to a store brand is a personal decision, and sometimes money is not the only factor. For example, I have used many store brands of chlorine bleach, and have returned to Clorox time and again. But I find no difference between generic corn flakes and those from the market leaders.




    	
Compare prices within the store. Many foods—such as cold cuts and cheeses—are sold in multiple areas of the store, so check out those alternate locations. Sliced ham may be less expensive in a cellophane package shelved with the refrigerated foods than at the deli counter.




    	
Look high and low. Manufacturers pay a premium price to shelve products at eye level, and you’re paying for that placement when you’re paying their prices. Look at the top and bottom shelves in aisles like cereal and canned goods. That’s where you’ll find the lower prices.




    	
Buy the basics. When is a bargain not a bargain? When you’re paying for water or you’re paying for a little labor. That’s why even though a 15-ounce can of beans is less expensive than the same quantity of dried beans (approximately a pound), you’re still better off buying the dried beans. One pound of dried beans makes the equivalent of four or five cans of beans. In the same way, a bar of Monterey Jack cheese is much less expensive per pound than a bag of grated Monterey Jack cheese. In addition to saving money, the freshly grated cheese will have more flavor because cheese loses flavor rapidly when grated. And pre-cut and pre-washed vegetables are truly exorbitant.


  




  Waste Not, Want Not




  We’re now going to start listing exceptions to all the rules you just read, because a bargain isn’t a bargain if you end up throwing some of it away. Remember that the goal is to waste nothing. Start by annotating your shopping list with quantities for the recipes you’ll be cooking. That way you can begin to gauge when a bargain is a bargain. Here are other ways to buy only what you need:




  

    	
Don’t overbuy. Sure, the large can of diced tomatoes is less per pound than the smaller can. But what will you do with the remainder of the can if all you need is a small amount? The same is true for dairy products. A half-pint of heavy cream always costs much more per ounce than a quart, but if the remaining three cups of cream will end up in the sink in a few weeks, go with the smaller size.




    	
Ring that bell! You know the one; it’s always in the meat department of supermarkets. It might take you a few extra minutes, but ask the real live human who will appear for exactly what you want. Many supermarkets do not have personnel readily available in departments like the cheese counter, but if there are wedges of cheeses labeled and priced, then someone is in charge. It might be the deli department or the produce department, but find out who it is and ask for a small wedge of cheese if you can’t find one the correct size.




    	
Check out the bulk bins. Begin buying from the bulk bins for shelf-stable items,like various types of rice, beans, dried fruits, and nuts. Each of these departments has a scale so you can weigh ingredients like dried mushrooms or pasta. If a recipe calls for a quantity rather than a weight you can usually “eyeball” the quantity. If you’re unsure of amounts, start by bringing a 1-cup measure with you to the market. Scoop contents from the bin into the measuring cup rather than directly into the bag. One problem with bulk food bags is that they are difficult to store in the pantry; shelves were made for sturdier materials. Wash out plastic deli containers or even plastic containers that you bought containing yogurt or salsa. Use those for storage once the bulk bags arrive in the kitchen. Make sure you label your containers of bulk foods both at the supermarket and, if you’re transferring the foods to other containers, at home so you know what they are, especially if you’re buying similar foods. Arborio and basmati rice look very similar in a plastic bag, but they are totally different grains and shouldn’t be substituted for each other.




    	
Shop from the salad bar for tiny quantities. There’s no question that supermarkets charge a premium price for items in those chilled bins in the salad bar, but you get exactly what you need. If you don’t see how you’re going to finish the $4 pint of cherry tomatoes, then spend $1 at the salad bar for the handful you need to garnish a salad.


  




  SUPERMARKET ALTERNATIVES




  All of the hints thus far in this chapter have been geared to pushing a cart around a supermarket. Here are some other ways to save money:




  

    	
Shop at farmers’ markets. I admit it; I need a 12-step program to help me cure my addiction to local farmers’ markets. Shopping al fresco on warm summer days turns picking out fruits and vegetables into a truly sensual experience. Also, you buy only what you want. There are no bunches of carrots; there are individual carrots sold by the pound. The U.S. Department of Agriculture began publishing the National Directory of Farmers’ Markets in 1994, and at that time the number was fewer than 2,000. That figure has now doubled. To find a farmers’ market near you, go to www.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets. The first cousins of farmers’ markets for small quantities of fruits are the sidewalk vendors in many cities. One great advantage to buying from them is that their fruit is always ripe and ready to eat or cook.




    	
Shop at ethnic markets. If you live in a rural area this may not be possible, but even moderately small cities have a range of ethnic markets, and that’s where you should buy ingredients to cook those cuisines. Dried corn husks to make tamales are far less expensive than in the Hispanic aisle of the supermarket, and such ethnic enclaves as a city’s “Little Italy” almost always contain some grocery stores with great prices for Mediterranean foods— and the fresh produce used to make them, too.




    	
Shop alternative stores. Groceries aren’t only at grocery stores; many “dollar stores” and other discount venues stock shelf-stable items. Also, every national brand of drugstore—including CVS and Walgreen’s—carries grocery products and usually has great bargains each week. In the same way that food markets now carry much more than foods, drug stores stock thousands of items that have no connection to medicine.




    	
Shop online. In recent years it’s become possible to do all your grocery shopping online through such services as Peapod and Fresh Express. While there is frequently a delivery charge involved, for housebound people this is a true boon. If you really hate the thought of pushing the cart, you should explore it; it’s impossible to make impulse buys. There are also a large number of online retailers for ethnic foods, dried herbs and spices, premium baking chocolate, and other shelf-stable items. Letting your cursor do the shopping for these items saves you time, and many of them offer free shipping at certain times of the year.


  




  So now that you’re becoming a grocery guru, you can move on to find myriad ways to save money on your grocery bill while eating wonderfully. That’s what $3 Slow-Cooked Meals is all about.




  
Chapter 2:


  Slowly Does It!




  It seems almost an oxymoron to say that hours of cooking a slow cooker are totally consistent with our fast-paced world. But that is the case. Slow cookers provide the flexibility to be gone for hours at a time without fear of ruined food or—perish the thought—a fire.




  And what greets you after being away for hours is instant gratification; your slow cooker has produced a healthful, economical dish that is better for your body and your budget than nutritionally bankrupt fast food. Perhaps that’s the reason that slow cookers are now found in 83 percent of American kitchens; that’s the same percentage that own electric coffee pots.




  Slow cookers operate by cooking food using indirect heat at a low temperature for an extended period of time. Direct heat is the power of a stove burner underneath a pot; indirect heat is the overall heat that surrounds food in the oven.




  Think of it this way: If you’re standing on a hot sidewalk, you’re feeling direct heat on the soles of your feet, but the heat you feel all over your body when you’re lounging on the beach under the sun is indirect heat.
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Delicious, Low-Cost Dishes from
Both Your Slow Cooker and Stove
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