









This book is dedicated to my family,
and to fellow experimenters and consumers of the contents of the
faithful crock pot over so many years.
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INTRODUCTION

For a time, there seemed to be a common perception that crock pots were a thing of the past, a fad that came and went in the 1970s. For those of us who were young housewives at the time, however, there was hardly a benchtop that was not adorned with a resplendent orange crock pot, put to good use in making casseroles, soups and other culinary delights for our families.

With the advent of the microwave, and with women returning in even greater numbers to the workforce, and the growth of ever-so-convenient fast food outlets, crock pots faded into the background. They were eventually relegated to the depths of our cupboards and were often to be seen sitting forlornly on garage sale tables, discarded and unappreciated. But there is now a resurgence of interest in slow cookers that is causing many of us to think once more about their advantages.

They make good economic sense. Most models available today only cost a few cents per hour to operate. They also allow for forward planning in the preparation of meals. For working families, it means that dinner can be on the table in a matter of minutes after arriving home, when often the last thing we feel like doing is preparing a meal. In this way it also saves money by removing the temptation to buy pre-prepared meals on the way home.

The slow-cooking process retains maximum nutrients, as all the delicious juices are kept in the food, and the extended cooking time results in better distribution of flavours. The cooker is very versatile in that it cooks soups, seafood, chicken and meat to perfection. Vegetables are far less likely to become mushy and unpalatable, and desserts are moist and delicious. It frees up the oven for other uses, and needs little or no tending as it cooks. In summer, the kitchen does not become overheated through using the oven and in winter the kitchen is not filled with steam from pans cooking on the stove. Food is very unlikely to burn, and if we are held up at an appointment, rarely is any harm done to the food as it slowly simmers away in our absence.

Not to be neglected is the fact that almost daily we receive a barrage of information about the dangers of eating processed and takeaway foods. We are looking more closely at the number of food additives on labels, suspecting that even if they do no harm, they certainly are not doing us a lot of good. With slow cookers, we can easily control the contents of our food, all the more important for those with food allergies or intolerances, or people on special diets. Fats need to be removed from meats and poultry before adding to the slow cooker, which is also good news for our health.

It is for all these reasons that I recently pulled my old crock pot from the depths of the cupboard, feeling a little guilty for neglecting it for so long. Alongside it were three others, purchased at garage sales on a whim, in memory of how useful my old faithful had once been, promising myself to soon go back to slow-cooking with renewed enthusiasm.

I recalled with fondness how my crock pot had been associated with markers in my life. After bringing my third baby home from hospital, I used it each day, putting a simple meal into it in the relative calm of the morning, knowing that even if the sky fell in, I could rely on having a meal on the table that night. As my children went to school, I would make soup so that when they came home in the afternoon there was always a welcoming aroma and something good and nourishing to eat. Then, when I went back into the workforce, I would spend a mere few minutes before I left preparing something in the crock pot, switching it to the Low setting, guaranteed to come home to the wonderful smell of a meal well cooked, with time to spare for a cup of tea or glass of wine before serving.

All these thoughts ran through my head as I looked at the chips in the orange paintwork and dings in the shell of my old crock pot. It surely deserved better for all its hard work, and I immediately determined to bring it back to its former usefulness. This indeed has happened, and the slow cooker once again never leaves my benchtop and is constantly in use. I now wonder how I ever did without it.

As I used the crock pots more, I developed new recipes that have led to this book coming into existence. These recipes are designed specifically for slow-cooking, made with common everyday ingredients. They show that slow-cooking does not need to be confined to mere soups and stews, and showcase the flavours that can be attained so easily in our quest for tasty and wholesome food. I hope you enjoy preparing and eating them as much as I have enjoyed putting them together.
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Recipes in this book have been prepared in a range of slow cookers, using either a 3.5- or 4.5-litre capacity cooker. Wherever the size of the cooker is crucial, this will be indicated in the recipe. Cookers with greater capacity are suitable for larger quantities and are ideal for soups and casserole style dishes to feed a crowd, or to provide enough to freeze for later use.

Some cookers, particularly the older ones, have an element at the base, whereas a number of the more current models have a side or wraparound element. The latter are more suited to puddings, such as lemon marshmallow meringue pie.

Many slow cookers have two or more temperature settings. These settings can vary from one cooker to the next, so it is very important to read the manufacturer’s instructions carefully. For instance, I have a 30-year-old cooker where ‘Low’ means ‘Keep Warm’ (by some other cookers’ definitions), ‘Medium’ means ‘Low’ and ‘High’ means the same as other cookers.

Most modern cookers have a ‘Low’ and a ‘High’ setting. Some will have an ‘Auto’ option, which means it starts cooking at High, then switches automatically to Low. If a cooker has a ‘Keep Warm’ setting, it means that after the food is cooked it will hold the food at a safe temperature until serving time. There are also cookers which have an option to delay the start of cooking; this is not recommended for meat, fish or poultry dishes. Hence the need to read the manufacturer’s instruction book to ascertain how best to utilise your slow cooker.

Size Does Matter

When purchasing a slow cooker and wondering about the right size for your needs, think about what you will be using the cooker for. A small family? Entertaining? Is one enough? (I have four slow cookers and use them all.) Also consider if you will need it to fit a cake tin, pudding basin or soufflé dish. And decide if you want one with a round or oval shape — the latter is better for cooking certain roasts, such as a leg of lamb.

For any dish where size really does matter, this will be specified in the recipe instructions.

Is Slow-Cooking Safe?

Yes, slow cookers cook foods at a lower temperature for an extended period of time, but the temperatures reach a level far above the recommended food safety levels. Any bacteria are destroyed by the multi-directional heat combined with the steam created in the tightly sealed container.

Times and Temperatures

As a general rule, the Low setting is approximately 94°C (200°F) and the High setting is approximately 149°C (300°F).

One hour on High is more or less equivalent to 2 hours on Low. This may vary to a degree in some recipes, which will have instructions to this effect. Some recipes require cooking on a specific setting. For meat dishes, as a general guide only, follow the table on the next page. Check for information in the instruction book for your cooker for any variations.



	Conventional recipe times
	Slow Cooker – Low
	Slow Cooker – High



	15 to 30 minutes hours
	4 to 7 hours
	1½ to 2½



	35 to 50 minutes
	6 to 9 hours
	3 to 4 hours



	50 minutes to 3 hours
	8 to 16 hours
	4 to 6 hours




Note: Recipes can be cooked for one to two hours on High and then reduced to Low if this is convenient. This will reduce cooking times.

For Safety’s Sake

If the power goes off when you are not at home, you will unfortunately need to discard the food because the temperature may have dropped to unsafe levels, causing the food to spoil.

If you have an old cooker, you can quite easily test to see if it is cooking to temperature. Fill the cooker with 2 litres of cool water, then heat on Low for 8 hours. Remove the lid and immediately check the temperature with a food thermometer. The temperature should be about 85°C (185°F). If the temperature is lower, the cooker may not be heating effectively enough to be safe.

Always defrost foods before adding them to the slow cooker. And certainly don’t use the slow cooker to defrost foods.

If you wish to prepare foods the night before to set on to cook the next morning, it is best not to put the prepared ingredients into the ‘cooker insert’ and then refrigerate it overnight. This is because the ‘chilled insert’ takes longer to come up to the required temperature in the cooker. Instead, store the ingredients in containers in the fridge (put meat and vegetables separately). It only takes a few moments to combine them in the cooker the next day. Make sure also to wipe away any food on the rim of the cooker insert after preparing ingredients in the cooker, so that a good seal forms with the lid during cooking.

When cooking foods in the cooker at altitudes over 1067 m above sea level, you will need to extend the recommended cooking time by 50 per cent.

According to food experts, food should not be reheated in the slow cooker.

It is best not to leave leftovers in the cooker as they take a long time to cool down, meaning that bacteria could potentially grow in the food during this time. Instead, place them in containers and store in the fridge or freezer. Leftovers are very tasty indeed the next day and make wonderful fillings for pies. Leftovers can be frozen for up to 3 months.

Some people recommend using an external timer for the cooker. This means that the food is placed in the cooker and set to turn on at a specific time if anyone is away from the house. Although this may be very convenient, it does carry some risks — for instance, the food left standing at room temperature may develop harmful bacteria. As a general rule, don’t leave food waiting to be cooked at room temperature.

General Tips

Preheating on High may be recommended for your brand of slow cooker. Follow the manufacturer’s directions in the instruction manual that comes with your cooker. If someone has donated a cooker to you minus the accompanying manual, it would be best to preheat for 20 minutes.

Always make sure not to overfill the cooker — no more than halfway to two-thirds full — otherwise the seal will not form effectively.

When lifting the lid from your cooker, lift straight up and across away from the cooker so that the moisture on the lid doesn’t fall back into the food.

Oven bags can be used to line the crock insert, which will reduce washing up, although some instruction manuals carry a warning that they should not be used with chicken, lamb, pork or beef.

I have one slow cooker that is oven-safe to 160°C, which could be handy to brown toppings at times, though I don’t think I’d like to put it to the test.

When adding dumplings to any dish, have ready a sheet of baking (silicone) paper slightly larger than the cooker. Spray one side with cooking oil spray or grease lightly with butter. After placing the dumplings on hot food, place the paper, greased-side down, over the cooker and replace the lid. Your dumplings are sure to be light and fluffy.

Slow cookers don’t like fat, so cut fat and skin from meat and poultry before adding to the cooker.

Generally it is not necessary to stir during cooking time, so don’t be tempted to lift the lid unless it is to add dumplings or other toppings, soft or thawed frozen vegetables, or dairy in the latter stages of cooking. Each time the lid is lifted, an extra 20—30 minutes must be added onto the cooking time. This is because the steam that results from slow-cooking creates a seal with the lid, and when the lid is lifted this seal is broken and needs to form again. Heat is also lost each time the lid is lifted.

If the dish is not cooked, replace the lid, set the cooker to High and cook in 30-minute increments.

Don’t place the hot crock insert on a cold surface, nor a very cold crock insert into a hot unit.

Don’t pour cold water into a hot crock or hot water into a cold crock.

Liquid Content

Use about half the recommended amount as you would in a conventional recipe, unless otherwise stated. If you find that the dish has too much liquid for your liking, simply turn the setting to High during the last hour of cooking.

Some books recommend taking off the lid and turning the cooker to High for a time, but I’ve not always found this to be successful. Instead, I take out most of the excess liquid with a soup ladle and put it into a small saucepan. I then cook it over high heat on the stovetop until it reduces right down, and then return it to the slow cooker. It only takes a few minutes and needs little attention. In this way the flavours are retained and intensified.

Another trick is to thicken this sauce in the saucepan with cornflour paste (up to 1 tablespoon of cornflour mixed to a paste with a little cold water), stirring constantly while adding, and using only as much as is needed to thicken to the desired consistency. Then return the resulting gravy to the cooker.

Many casseroles can be thickened in the cooker itself quite effectively (particularly on the High setting) by merely adding some cornflour paste, as the density and heat of the food is enough to induce the thickening in conjunction with the cornflour.

Some cookbooks advise rolling the meat for casseroles and braises in flour before adding to the slow cooker to help thicken the pan juices during cooking. I steer away from this as I have childhood memories of dinners at the house of an aunt, not a particularly good cook, whose gravies tasted like flavoured glue and had much the same consistency.

Also, by using the cornflour option (as long as maize cornflour, not wheaten cornflour, is used) the dish often can be suitable for those who are gluten intolerant.

The Flavour Factor

It is sometimes claimed that during long slow-cooking some of the flavours of the food are diminished. In fact, I have not very often found this to be the case, but I have an ‘armoury’ of simple products on stand-by as flavour enhancers, should they ever be necessary. It is really important to taste the food before serving (as with any form of cooking), so that flavours can be adjusted if necessary.

Although I generally refrain from using anything reeking of artificiality, I do keep on hand a top quality vegetable and/or chicken stock powder. The other items on the list of (good quality) essentials include:


soy sauce

Worcestershire sauce

sweet chilli sauce

chutney or relish

plum sauce

tomato sauce

quince or redcurrant jelly

raspberry jam

marmalade

apricot jam



You can use the commercial product or make your own (except for the soy sauce) — some easy recipes from A Year in a Bottle are provided at the end of this book.

Soups

Only add enough water to barely cover the ingredients and add extra water later if necessary. To make a cream soup, I make a cheese or cream sauce on the stovetop and add this at the end. This sauce can be made any time and reheated before adding to the slow cooker. Another method is to add cream or evaporated milk at the end of cooking time, replacing the lid on the cooker, turning to High and reheating for approximately 20 minutes.

Rice and Pasta

The same amount of water can be used as for conventional cooking, or reduce by one-third at most.

Rice and pasta should never be cooked for an extended period of time; 2 hours is usually ample. For pasta and rice dishes, cooked rice or pasta should be added during the last hour to half-hour of cooking time.

Seafood

When seafood is cooked in the slow cooker, it retains its shape, nutritional value and delicate flavour. When cooking a whole fish it is a good idea to line the cooker with a piece of baking paper large enough to reach up the sides, then place the fish on top. This makes lifting out the cooked fish much easier.

I have found cooking seafood highly successful in the slow cooker — it is ideal for squid, for instance, which benefits greatly from the slow-cooking process.

I have read that fish will go rubbery, mushy and unpalatable when cooked in the slow cooker. I have simply not found this to be the case, so long as it is cooked for no longer than 2—3 hours. Use the seafood recipes in this book as a guide.

Vegetables

In the slow cooker, some vegetables tend to take longer to cook than meat. Root vegetables, such as carrots, parsnips and onions, should not be cut into pieces larger than 2 cm. Place them in the base of the cooker, where they will cook faster in the simmering liquid.

Soft vegetables, such as tomatoes and zucchini, should be added in the last hour of cooking, unless you want them to break down.
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