
[image: Illustration]


 

 

 

Carolyn Humphries has been a food writer and editor for many years. She started her career as a chef, but quickly realised she preferred to create food for people to cook at home. Having trained as a journalist, she became a food writer for Woman magazine. She has since written for numerous magazines, is the author of more than 60 books and has been a consultant, cowriter and editor on many more projects. She is a member both of The Guild of Food Writers and the Institute of Health Promotion and Education. As a busy working mum she has always needed to feed a hungry family fast, and finds the combination microwave a great asset in her kitchen.
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INTRODUCTION

A combination cooker is a microwave, convection oven and grill in one. Each can be used separately or the speed of the microwave combined with either of the other two forms of cooking. It can become your best friend in the kitchen, cooking delicious and nutritious meals quickly and efficiently without you having to slave over a hot stove for hours. So ditch the ready meals, have takeaways as a special treat only and say hello to a healthier, tastier lifestyle for all the family.

The microwave has been a great accessory in the kitchen for many years – making it easy to prepare many foods more quickly than in a conventional cooker. However, it doesn’t brown food (unless it contains lots of fat or sugar, which caramelise naturally as it cooks). While this is perfect for some foods, such as soups, risottos, steamed or stewed dishes, it’s not ideal for anything which requires a nice brown finish. It will not tenderise food either, as with roasts or slow-cooked casseroles, and is no good for any baking, such as gratins, breads, pies and scones.

A combination cooker can change all that. You have the microwaves to speed up the cooking process, but you can combine these, when appropriate, with the convection oven or grill to give dishes the appetising crisp and brown appearance finish we all love; in some cases, you can use it to tenderise the food too.

All the great-tasting recipes in this book are simple to prepare and very easy to cook. Some dishes simply require microwaving alone and others need only the convection oven, but many require the combination of microwave and convection or microwave and grill.

Now you may think that if a recipe only requires convection cooking, you might as well use your conventional oven. However, if you are making only one dish, the compact-sized oven in your combination cooker will use far less fuel and is therefore more cost-efficient. You may also believe it to be a bit of a bother to juggle dishes – cooking different elements of your meal one after the other – as is required for a few of the recipes. I thought that, too. But in reality it’s not that different from juggling pots and pans on the hob, or moving things in and out of your conventional oven because they cook at different times. Also, if you use a microwave, the food needs to stand anyway – covered with foil or a lid – to allow the heat to distribute evenly throughout (see standing time, page 9) – so it will remain hot while the second part of the meal cooks.

Nevertheless, it would be daft to be a slave to the combination cooker and not use it in conjunction with your hob when it’s more practical to do so. For instance, when I’m roasting a chicken and then potatoes in my combination oven, I put a green vegetable to cook on the hob when the potatoes are nearly ready rather than waiting for them to be ready and the microwave to be free to cook the greens. The more you use your combination cooker, the more you’ll get used to it and work out how best to utilise it to suit your needs.

Another big plus is that cooking rapidly as in a microwave or combination cooker preserves nutrients, making it a healthier way to cook. Here you’ll find easy-to-make, mouthwatering recipes for everything from breakfasts to main meals, snacks and side dishes to desserts, sauces, breads, cakes and preserves. You can cook with confidence, happy in the knowledge you are creating healthy meals for your family while also using less fuel – which in turn helps our planet as well as your bank balance!


USING YOUR COMBINATION MICROWAVE

My combination cooker has a powerful 1000-watt microwave. Yours may have a slightly lower wattage, so always check your manufacturer’s instruction manual as cooking times may need to be extended slightly. As with other methods, cooking in this way is not an exact science because different brands of oven vary slightly – always keep an eye on and check your food before the end of cooking. You can always add a little more time but you can’t rectify an overcooked dish!

My oven has a metal tray to use when grilling, convection or combination cooking, to heat the food from underneath as the heating element (the grill) is at the top of the oven. Some other machines have an element top and bottom, and so provide a low rack to put food on to avoid placing it directly on the element. In the recipes here, I have therefore instructed to place your dish on the metal tray or low rack on the turntable. However, some models don’t have a turntable at all. These are particularly good for convection-only cooking, as there is a larger surface area on which to place a dish (it goes directly on the base of the oven and doesn’t need to have room to turn). You can therefore use bigger dishes. But, if microwaving, you may need to turn food manually for even results. Always check your own manufacturer’s instructions and follow them if they differ from mine.


MICROWAVING

OVEN TEMPERATURES

Combination microwaves, annoyingly, don’t all use the same terminology for microwave oven power, so I have tried to standardise and give you the percentage power as well. My oven, for instance, has LOW as 440 watts, which is about 45 per cent power, and has WARM as 10 per cent, but most have LOW as 10 per cent. So, please go by the percentage power and do double-check the terminology for your own cooker.

For reference, throughout this book I have listed oven temperatures as follows:

 

HIGH: 100 per cent power

MEDIUM-HIGH: 70 per cent power

MEDIUM: 50–60 per cent power

MEDIUM-LOW/SIMMER: 25–30 per cent power

LOW/WARM: 10 per cent power

 

HOW MICROWAVES WORK

In a conventional cooker, the heat is radiated round the food cooking it from the outside inwards. This gives the brown cooked appearance we are all familiar with. Microwaves, however, agitate water molecules in the food and this friction produces heat and cooks the food.

It is important to use the right containers when cooking in a microwave. Utensils containing metal reflect the microwaves, which bounce off the surface and cause ‘arcing’ – sparks to fly. Apart from causing damage to your cooker, this would prevent the microwaves penetrating the food and cooking it. Porous dishes, such as unglazed earthenware, will absorb moisture from the food. This moisture attracts some of the microwaves, making the dish hot, instead of all the microwaves concentrating on cooking the food and the cooking will take much longer (see suitable containers, page 19).

Because there is no external heat source, food in a microwave does not brown in the conventional way. The exceptions are foods high in sugar or fat, which naturally caramelise if they are cooked long enough. That’s why you have to keep an eye on some foods, such as sugary cakes, biscuits and fatty bacon, as they can still burn even without the external heat. Some foods don’t react well to microwaving (see page 16). These are best cooked by convection only.

BROWNING AGENTS

You can ‘cheat’ when microwave cooking to give a brown appearance to food, for example by brushing with soy or barbecue sauce, sprinkling with paprika or using brown sugar instead of white in cakes. Or by adding a brown crust, such as toasted breadcrumbs or chopped toasted nuts. But with a combination cooker there’s no need to add these, unless for flavour or texture, as you have the advantage of being able to use a grill or convection heat to brown the outside while the inside cooks quicker than in a conventional oven.

ARRANGING FOOD ON THE TURNTABLE

How you arrange food in the microwave is important. If cooking unevenly shaped foods, such as broccoli or chicken legs, arrange around the outside of a dish with the densest parts facing outwards. Individual items, such as jacket potatoes or cupcakes, should also be placed in a circle round the edge of the turntable. Even-sized pieces, such as sliced carrots, should be spread out in an even layer in the dish so they all get blasted with the same amount of microwaves. Although the turntable helps, you will need to stir or rearrange food where possible during cooking to make sure it receives an even distribution of microwaves (obviously this doesn’t apply to baked dishes that need to cook in one piece).

QUANTITIES

The most important thing to remember is: the more food in the microwave, the longer it takes to cook. So, for instance, if you want to microwave one jacket potato, it will take 4–5 minutes (depending on size), two will take 7–8 minutes and four about 13 minutes. However, if you just want to melt a small amount of chocolate or, say, heat enough frozen peas for one portion, it’s best to put a cup of water in the microwave alongside the food. This absorbs some of the microwaves which would otherwise bounce around, unable to target such a small quantity of food.

WHEN COOKING FOR ONE ON MICROWAVE ONLY

Quarter all the ingredients, use a smaller dish and cook for a quarter of the time. You will probably need to cook a little longer. It’s likely to take a third of the time rather than a quarter, but it’s better to check then cook a little more rather than ruin the dish by overcooking.

STANDING TIME

Whenever you cook using microwaves, the food requires standing time to complete the cooking process. The vibrating water molecules don’t simply stop when the microwave switches off: they continue to vibrate causing heat and so cooking the food until they gradually slow down and stop. Therefore foods that can easily overcook, such as scrambled eggs or cakes, need to still be slightly moist when they’re taken out. They will finish cooking during the standing time. The time necessary is stated in each recipe (though it won’t matter if you leave it a little longer). Always cover the food either with foil or leave it covered with its lid if in a casserole or similar dish. I tend to put a tea towel or pair of oven gloves over the lid too, for extra insulation. This standing time allows you to keep the food hot while cooking an accompaniment, such as rice, potatoes or a green vegetable, or to warm bread to serve with the dish.
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