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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
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  SLOW COOKER SIZES
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  SAUCES AND THICKENERS
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  ENTERTAIN WITH SLOW COOKERS
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  HOW TO ADAPT RECIPES
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  HOTLINES AND MANUFACTURERS


  Find help with cooking problems and equipment manufacturers


  Hotlines


  Butterball Turkey Holiday Line


  1-800-323-4848


  
    	Hotline available year round; answers questions about turkey cooking and preparation.

  


  Empire Kosher Poultry Hotline


  1-800-367-4734


  
    	Year-round hotline answers questions about poultry.

  


  Perdue


  1-800-473-7383


  
    	Year-round hotline helps with cooking questions, especially poultry products.

  


  Reynolds Turkey Tips


  1-800-745-4000


  
    	Year-round hotline answers consumer questions about turkey preparation; free recipes.

  


  USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline


  1-800-535-4555


  
    	Year-round line offers information about food safety; answers consumer questions about meat preparation.
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  Manufacturers


  All-Clad


  www.all-clad.com/


  
    	One of the first manufacturers to make metal inserts for the slow cooker.

  


  Cuisinart


  www.cuisinart.com/


  
    	Company can completely outfit your kitchen, from ranges to slow cookers.

  


  GE Appliances


  www.geappliances.com/


  
    	Outfit your entire kitchen with GE appliances. Online service and customer support.

  


  Kitchenaid


  www.kitchenaid.com/home.jsp


  
    	Lots of high-quality appliances offered, from refrigerators and stoves to slow cookers.

  


  Rival


  www.rivalproducts.com


  
    	Manufacturer of the original Crock-Pot, with product information, recipes, and an online store.
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  West Bend


  www.focuselectrics.com/catalog.cfm?dest=dir&linkon=section&linkid=54


  
    	Slow cooker manufacturer, with service, support, and how to use appliances.
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