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introduction


If you’ve got a slow cooker, raise your hand. Yep, we thought so. Almost everyone. Over 80 percent of U.S. households own this appliance. To put that into perspective, more people in America own a slow cooker than own a coffee maker.

And it’s not just households. We live in rural New England, near a small general store—the type that serves coffee and pastries all morning, and lunches until mid-afternoon—with loggers, retired bankers, plumbers, and trust-fund ne’er-do-wells sitting higgledy-piggledy around the room at wooden tables. There’s always a slow cooker or two on the counter, stocked with some spiky chili or a warm, smooth vegetable soup.

If truth be told, the slow cooker is the best device for preparing a deep, complex stew; a hot-breakfast-is-ready-when-your-alarm-rings miracle; a dinner-is-ready-when-you-get-home wonder; a surprisingly successful cake or steamed pudding; and fare as diverse as a dried-fruit compote (perfect on ice cream or oatmeal) or a hot toddy punch that’ll knock your lights out when you need them so knocked.

Even so, why did we decide to tackle a slow cooker book? We got tired of recipes that cut us out of the mix. For years, we had a 7-quart model. (Yes, for two people. Yes, we’re big eaters. If you invite us over, double your recipe.) We’d look through books and articles to discover that, while some of the recipes were made for the bigger models, most were made for the 4-quart slow cookers—despite the fact that these smaller guys represent just one slice of the bigger pie. We couldn’t very well make such puny fare in our ginormous machine. So we slimmed down and bought a 2½-quart model, mostly for oatmeal and hot cereals on cold mornings, but also to keep the servings more in the range of normal. Again, our slow cooker didn’t fit most of the recipes out there. A standard braise swamped it. Slow cooker recipe yields didn’t seem to be changing, despite the fact that so-called nuclear households were shrinking (just 2.48 members these days), while blended and extended families were steadily growing. That 4-quart, mid-range model is no longer a one-size-fits-all for the American scene.

So we decided to do something about it. We decided to write a book in which almost every recipe can be made by a range of models: small ones that are 2 to 3½ quarts; medium ones that are 4 to 5½ quarts; and large ones that are 6 to 8 quarts. We set aside a year, blew off our waistlines, and crafted a book that can be used by anyone, no matter what model is in the cabinet. And thus, almost anyone who has a slow cooker can use almost all of these recipes.

We’re not leaving anyone out—or ignoring any situation. Maybe you, too, need a smaller model for those nights when the house has quieted down to just the two of you—and none of your old recipes work. Or maybe you need a gargantuan vat of a slow cooker meal because you’ve suddenly found yourself in a world of potluck dinners and church socials. We hear your pain. We’ve got your back.

If you’re new to this game of cooking (welcome!), or if you’ve just received your first slow cooker as a wedding or graduation gift (congratulations!), you’ll want to start simple: a classic Minestrone or perhaps Garlic-Roasted Chicken Drumsticks, or Mushroom Sloppy Joes. If you’re an old hand around the kitchen, someone who knows the difference between parsley and chervil, you’ll want to head for the Oxtails Braised in Red Wine with Carrots and Prunes or even the Pork Mole Rojo with Plantains. In any event, let’s start cooking.

why you should use a slow cooker

It’s true: you won’t see many slow cookers on the top food shows. But you will see them in many professional kitchens around the country. Chefs love the way the appliance blends the flavors of a soup or sauce, then holds the concoction at a safe temperature for hours.

You need to get in on the game. There’s no other appliance that retains as much natural moisture in dishes—not your oven, not your grill, not your smoker. No wonder, then, that slow cookers make the best braises, the creamiest soups, and the finest stews. Think of this appliance as an old-fashioned take on ultra-modern sous-vide cooking: hours at a low temperature under a tight lid. Chicken comes out moist and flavorful every time. Carrots stay plump and juicy. Pulled pork is outrageous.

That said, you don’t need to try to do what a slow cooker can’t. You won’t find a roasted beef tenderloin here. Or fried fish. But you will find cakes—yep, a slow cooker holds that moisture so well that it can turn out some of the finest coffeecakes around. And it makes pudding in a flash, no stirring needed. If you really want to go over the top, wait until you try our recipe for Olive Oil–Poached Salmon. That alone might be a reason for this appliance.

There are no perfect solutions in this world, nor perfect appliances. But there are ways to get around the machine’s sticking points. Here’s how.

solving some problems

Times have changed since those first slow cookers came off the assembly line in the 1970s. More important, slow cookers have changed. For better meals in this post-disco world, we’ve got to make some adjustments.

By and large, twenty-first-century slow cookers run hotter. A friend of ours says that she can never get a low-bubble simmer in her new-model slow cooker. She’s resurrected her vintage, harvest-gold one from the back cabinet and now spends her life scouring garage sales to find replacement parts. Despite such heroic efforts to stave off progress, she might as well face the facts and modify her expectations.

In reality, temperature’s not the pressing concern; food safety is. Nobody should have a vat of chicken soup sitting below 140°F for hours: all sorts of bad bacteria will sprout to life. Since the cooking temperature of modern slow cookers was ratcheted up to address this problem, we need to make a bunch of modifications. Specifically, we need to


1. Up the liquid to compensate for a slightly more intense bubbling.

2. Completely forget about veal chops and other cuts of meat that dry out quickly.

3. Go for cheaper cuts like brisket and pork shoulder (which taste better anyway).

4. Set a more precise time marker on the recipe; the old days of the big swings in recipe timings (“cook on low for 9 to 12 hours”) are, like bipartisan compromise, a fond memory.



Modern slow cookers come in multiple sizes. As this appliance began to fan out across the land in the 1980s and ’90s, its size both grew and shrank to meet everyone’s needs. So what happens if you have a 4-quart and the recipe calls for a 6-quart? We solved that problem by offering almost all of our recipes in three sizes: a chart of ingredients that states what you need for a small slow cooker, a medium slow cooker, and a large model.

By the way, it’s not just math to convert a recipe to different size yields: some spices have an exponential affect. For example, you can’t just double or triple the ground cumin without annihilating other flavors. Likewise, doubling or tripling the oil can lead to a greasy mess. Two cups of broth may be right for a small cooker; eight cups would swamp a large model.

In modern slow cookers, the flavors meld, but not always in a good way. Frankly, a slow cooker stew can be like melted crayons. You start out with pink, green, blue, and yellow; you end up with brown. That doesn’t sound like a rousing endorsement (unless you like brown). But there’s no use in not facing facts—flavors can lose their spiky or shallow notes. A few tablespoons of minced oregano leaves will brighten a pot of ragù on the stove; they’ll dissolve into an herby haze in a modern slow cooker, little more than the notion of oregano. What’s more, bold flavors, whether acidic or sweet (tomatoes or carrots, as well as maple syrup and lemon juice) can TKO the lithe subtleties of thyme or parsley. Cinnamon will knock out black pepper; brown sugar, blueberries. In other words, the ends of the flavor spectrum vanquish the middle. So we put velvet covers over certain flavor sledgehammers, like salt, vinegar, or ground cardamom. And we goose the shy flavors to get them to speak. (We’re looking at you, thyme.) In fact, we goose more than we cover. Life’s too short for pallid food.


OUR CHARTS HAVE WIGGLE ROOM

 

If you’ve got a 6-quart model and you need to feed four, with one serving of leftovers for lunch tomorrow, use the ingredient amounts for the medium slow cooker (4- to 5½-quart) in your model if (and it’s an important if) you’re making a soup, stew, or braise. However, you cannot swap sizes for gooey casseroles, baked goods, or puddings. Of those, you’ll just have leftovers for the days ahead.




STOCK UP ON HERBS AND SPICES

 

If there’s one thing this book will do, it will help you build a better spice cabinet. You’ll need a good range of choices to complete some of these recipes. We may have nixed lots of gourmet ingredients in this book—no Shaoxing, no foie gras—but we didn’t stint on the dried herbs and spices. Slow cookers can wear them out; we beefed them up for battle.




TOP SEVEN TIPS FOR SLOW COOKERS

 

• Lift the lid as little as possible. Modern slow cookers restabilize the temperature more quickly than old models, but peeking is still discouraged unless you see a problem.

• Stir only when the recipe asks you to. The less action, the better.

• Don’t overfill the cooker. Half to two-thirds full is best, although some soups can fill it up more without dinging their success.

• Thaw frozen ingredients. Use frozen or even partially thawed ingredients only when specifically requested by the recipe.

• When in doubt, overseason but undersalt. Slow cookers eat the flavors of herbs but amplify the taste of salt.

• Treat the cooker gently. To keep ceramic inserts from cracking because of abrupt temperature changes, place a kitchen towel under an insert before setting it on a cold, granite counter.

• Clean the cooker thoroughly between uses. Don’t use steel wool. We fill ours with water, set it aside to soak, and then wipe it out before putting the canister in the dishwasher. Read the instructions for your model to see if it’s dishwasher-safe.



our commitments to you

When we set out to develop the recipes for this book, we laid down some ground rules—which we came to see as the book’s promises.

Only real food. Yes, slow cookers came on the scene in a time of canned this and cream of that. The appliance moved on, adding features and becoming energy efficient. Unfortunately, many recipes didn’t. They still call for processed ingredients: dry soup mixes, taco flavorings, and other chemical miasma.

We shun most processed food. Yes, we occasionally call for canned broth, tomatoes, and even some frozen vegetables. But we’ve left out most convenience products and condiments that would up the fakery of these dishes. We’ve read the labels and decided on products that are no different in their convenience form than if we’d made them ourselves. So pickle relish and prepared horseradish are in; marinated chicken tenders and fat-free Italian dressing are out. We’ve gone real—or as real as we can without milling flour and canning tomatoes. There’s no “cream of” anything here. But we’ve kept our rule in check. For example, a bottled Italian dried spice blend is no more than the sum of the dried spices themselves. It’s in.

Only ingredients from your local supermarket. These recipes do not require a trip to a high-end grocery supermarket or a specialty grocery store. We don’t call for ajwain seeds or goat shoulder. Sure, there are Asian-style braises here, even a massaman curry; but we only call for the Asian condiments found in the typical international aisle of a North American supermarket, like hoisin sauce, rice vinegar, coconut milk, and soy sauce. But that doesn’t mean we can’t produce a tongue-snapping, Sichuan-style dish.

We live in backwoods New England. The closest grocery store is a long drive down country roads. It’s not a high-end store but also not a mom-and-pop joint; it’s a large supermarket that caters to a rural population. We geared every recipe to that store. Yes, there may be a few things at our supermarket that aren’t at yours. But we doubt it, unless you live in an even more rural spot than we do. (Do you, too, stake flapping plastic bags on tall poles to chase the moose away from your elderberry bushes?)

Modern American dishes. This is a book for a distinctly American appliance, but that doesn’t mean we have to stick to hamburger casseroles. These days, we live among many cultures, each with its own tradition. And we can relish each other’s food: Chinese braises, Indian curries, Southern stews, Yankee pot roast, Jewish brisket, Polish sausage. Our recipes run the gamut of American cultures, from the new to the old-fashioned. In that way, we can celebrate the new American century.

Only basic kitchen gadgetry. When slow cooker recipes step away from the cream-of-whatever, they can devolve into culinary esoterica. We’re always amazed at recipes that require us to build some sort of aluminum-foil pyre inside a slow cooker. Frankly, we don’t see the point. Yes, we might be able to lift a chicken out of its juices as it roasts. But if truth be told, we’re not really worried about air circulation in a slow cooker. It’s not worth the time to raise a bird up when it will not get crisp in the cooker the way it would in an oven. Some of the meat will sit down in those juices as it cooks. But is that a bad thing?

We wanted the slow cooker to be the appliance at hand. Yes, some recipes require a standard blender or an immersion blender. No more than a handful ask for a food processor. And yes, a few baking recipes do call for one specific piece of equipment: a 1-quart, high-sided, soufflé or baking dish. But those items are available at our local supermarket among the cookware equipment. (Don’t worry: in many of these baking recipes, we advocate pouring the batter right into the cooker itself.) Let’s embrace convenience without compromising our principles.

your part in all this

Recipes, like a good party, are a group effort. We’ve all got to chip in.

Follow sensory cues, not timings. Since these recipes have been calibrated for more than one size of slow cooker, we considered giving no timings whatsoever, even for browning or searing or steaming ingredients. After all, if you’re cooking a small batch of a stew, you might first need to soften 1 cup of onions on the stove—which might take you under 5 minutes; if you’re working on a large batch, those onions might increase to 3 cups—and the task suddenly jumps to 10 minutes or more. But then we took a deep breath and realized we didn’t need to rewrite the rules of the cookbook game. So we offer the timings as a range: “Cook until translucent, between 4 and 10 minutes.” The real cue here is the visual one—translucent.

Experiment the second time, not the first. Will every recipe be to your liking? Of course not. But hold off on manipulating the ingredients until you’ve made the dish once. You’ll have a better understanding of how it stands. We also hope you read and cook the recipes with a pen in hand, marking the book to remind you what you’ve done.

Read the ingredients carefully. Where possible, we have tried to list the things you’ll need as they might appear on a shopping list: 1 tart medium green apple. However, life doesn’t always work out in round numbers and neat quantities, so we’ve also listed some ingredient amounts that are not whole items—like 3 tablespoons chopped tart green apple. That’s certainly less than even a small apple would yield, and so it has been stated as a volume amount, rather than its supermarket amount. In that vein, we’ve also given some ingredients in weight, not volume: for example, 2 pounds peaches, peeled and pitted. Here, we’ve assumed you can use the scale at the supermarket to get the correct weight. When a little more or less of something would have no effect on the results, we’ve felt free to go with the market equivalent: 2 medium carrots, chopped. But when we’re trying to balance flavors carefully and accurately, we’ve been far more precise, asking you to chop and then measure what you’ve got: ½ cup chopped carrot.

Don’t confuse fresh and dried herbs. After twenty-one cookbooks (not counting those for celebs), we’ve come to think of fresh and dried herbs as separate ingredients. Yes, there’s a longstanding cookbook tradition that says you can use half the amount of dried for fresh. But you can’t. Dried tarragon is more like licorice than its fresh kin, which has grassy and lemony overtones; fresh sage is far more subtle than dried; and dried basil has a tealike taste that bears little resemblance to fresh, peppery basil leaves. We use dried thyme rather than fresh when we want a subtler, more sophisticated finish; we use fresh rosemary rather than dried when we want the more pungent, even savory, perfume of the former.

Brighten leftovers. Because the slow cooker shears off spiky notes from herbs, cools the heat of chiles, and mutes acids like lemon juice, reheating the leftovers can be particularly daunting. Storing a stew overnight blunts its flavors even more; freezing it, further yet. For a successful day-after meal, you need to perk it back up. Stir in a bit more of the herbs used in the original. Add a little more chili powder, a little more spiky chili sauce. Or take the easiest way out: stir a little lemon juice into the leftovers before you reheat them.

If you’ve got a nonstick slow cooker, modify your tools. Some slow cookers have that special nonstick coating because the insert can be removed to set it on the stovetop and brown various ingredients. If yours is so made, you’ll need to use a nonstick-safe whisk or spatula; otherwise, you can nick the coating. In fact, even ceramic canisters should be given the kid-glove treatment. You can certainly scratch them when you cut a cake into slices while it’s still inside. Always err on the side of tools made to work with nonstick surfaces, even if you have a standard cooker.


HIGH-ALTITUDE ISSUES

 

It’s all about the lower temperature at which liquids boil: the liquids will bubble sooner without being as hot. Here are three ways to compensate:

• Increase the cooking time, sometimes by as much as 50 percent, depending on where you live. At very high altitudes, dried beans can take almost double the stated time.

• For soups, stews, and braises, start cooking on high for the first hour, then switch to low heat for the remaining time if the recipe calls for it.

• Always use an instant-read meat thermometer for meat and poultry. Beef, pork, lamb, and veal cuts should be at least 145°F; any ground meat should reach at least 160°F, and any poultry, at least 165°F.




THIS IS A REDUCED-SALT ZONE

 

We always call for no-salt-added tomatoes and low-sodium broth. And the stated amounts of added salt are low, too. While we do know that excessive salt consumption poses a health risk, we’re making a culinary claim. Since there’s almost no browning inside a slow cooker, there are fewer complex flavors developed to balance the salt. Its flavor can then ride up over everything—and quickly. Standard cans of broth or tomatoes make stews and braises just too salty.




WATCH THE LOGIC

 

For all the ingredients, pay close attention to the wording. When you see 1 tablespoon chopped raisins, you’ll need 1 tablespoon after chopping. Likewise, 2 tablespoons minced oregano leaves means you’ll need to measure them after you’ve done your prep work with the knife. Drained canned diced tomatoes are measured after draining, not before. Packed brown sugar is measured after you’ve packed it into the measuring cup or spoon.





MINCING, DICING, AND CHOPPING

 

Because these recipes are sized for various slow cooker models, they often call for various volumes of standard ingredients—for example, 1¾ cups chopped yellow onion, rather than 1 large yellow onion, chopped. Because of that, your part may be a little more exacting when it comes to prepping ingredients. Here’s what we mean when we say:



	Roughly chopped
	1- to 1½-inch pieces



	Chopped
	¾- to ½-inch, irregular pieces



	Cubed
	½-inch, fairly uniform cubes



	Finely chopped
	½- to ¼-inch irregular pieces



	Diced
	¼-inch, fairly uniform cubes



	minced
	⅛-inch bits







how to read the recipes

Almost every recipe in this book has a set of specific components. Here’s what they mean.

THE OPENING BITS

Effort. We’ve divided these recipes into three categories, based on their difficulty: Not much, A little, and A lot. We arrived at these categories by taking into account (1) the work you do (the prepping involved as well as any out-of-the-cooker cooking) and (2) the payoff. Merely browning something at the stove often disqualifies a recipe from the Not much category, but not always; there are a few recipes where browning is so minimal compared to the supper payoff that the effort gets discounted. Making a spice rub for a brisket is not enough to kick the recipe into A little; opening a flank steak, stuffing it with vegetables, and rolling it closed is enough to bump the recipe into the A lot ranks. So look at the level of effort as a general guide and compare it to the following bit of information, the two in tandem. That is…


Prep time. This represents the time you’ll spend doing anything outside the slow cooker. Prepping includes chopping, mincing, and rubbing, as well as browning, marinating, and even hauling stuff out of the pantry. It also includes post-slow-cooker activities: deboning, straining, pureeing, and reducing. (But it does not include clean-up. That’s why you have children.)

Cook time. This is the time everything spends inside the appliance. Most recipes are exact: 8 hours on low, for example. A few, however, have ranges: 5 to 6 hours on low, mostly because of the way some cuts of chewy, tough meat get tender at their own rate. Some recipes offer two timings: 5 hours/8 hours, for example. In this case, we offer a time frame for cooking on low and also one for cooking on high. Finally, a handful of recipes, particularly in the fish chapter, have a qualification on the timing: 2 hours 20 minutes on high at most. In these cases, the fish will be done quickly once it’s added to the hot sauce—so you’ll need to stay in the kitchen and keep checking on the dish for the best dinner possible.

Keeps on warm. Most modern slow cookers have a keep warm setting that precludes the necessity of many of the old-fashioned time swings: 6 to 9 hours. If your model doesn’t have a keep warm setting, you’ll need to be a tad more exacting in the overall timing. We do not, for example, believe that dried whole wheat pasta can sit on low for 4 to 7 hours; at 4 hours, it’s good to go, and at 7, it’s mush. To that end, we’ve taken into account the various components of a dish—that pasta, as well as vegetables, go boggy and meatballs fall apart—to come up with some notion of how long the dish can sit before you get to it, once the appliance clicks to its keep warm setting.


TIMING IS NOT EVERYTHING

 

Various slow cookers have varying temperature calibrations based on their factory settings, their age, and their repeated use. The keep warm on your model may be hotter than that setting on any of ours; your low may be lower than ours. If you find the oatmeal crusting around the edges of the canister, or if you find your short ribs are not ever done in the stated time, you’ll need to adjust accordingly.



Servings. Because we’re working with a range of ingredient quantities, we also give the number of servings in a range: from 4 to 10, for example. We’re two guys who can polish off a big bowl of short ribs each and still want a salad. Your appetite might be daintier—or heftier. Use our suggestion for the number of servings as just that: a suggestion.

THE RECIPE CHARTS

These are probably the single most innovative piece of this book—and subject to confusion, as innovations are. Here is an example of a recipe chart:



2- TO 3½-QUART

1¼ cups water

¾ cup Coconut milk (regular or lite)

½ cup Steel-cut oats

½ Ripe medium bananas, chopped

2½ tblsp Chopped dried pineapple

2½ tblsp Unsweetened shredded coconut

2½ tblsp Packed light brown sugar

¼ tsp Vanilla extract

¼ tsp salt

pinch Grated nutmeg



4- TO 5½-QUART

2½ cups water

1½ cups Coconut milk (regular or lite)

1 cup Steel-cut oats

1 Ripe medium bananas, chopped

⅓ cup Chopped dried pineapple

⅓ cup Unsweetened shredded coconut

⅓ cup Packed light brown sugar

½ tsp Vanilla extract

½ tsp salt

¼ tsp Grated nutmeg



6- TO 8-QUART

3¾ cups water

2¼ cups Coconut milk (regular or lite)

1½ cups Steel-cut oats

2 Ripe medium bananas, chopped

½ cup Chopped dried pineapple

½ cup Unsweetened shredded coconut

½ cup Packed light brown sugar

¾ tsp Vanilla extract

¾ tsp salt

¼ tsp Grated nutmeg






We should make two notes about these charts.


• Be careful not to accidentally switch between chart sections as you work. You can end up with too much or too little broth in a soup, for example.

• If you have a slow cooker that sits right on the column break—that is, it’s a 4-quart or a 6-quart model—you can use the amounts for the smaller slow cooker in your model (the 2- to 3½-quart quantities for the 4-quart, the 4- to 5½-quart quantities for the 6-quart), provided you’re working with a soup, stew, or braise. (Baking and casseroles are less forgiving.) What you can’t do in almost all cases is go the other way—that is, put the larger quantities into smaller models.



THE FOLLOW-UPS


• Testers’ Notes. These bits of information will help you complete the recipe to success. We offer tips on ingredient preparation, tricks of the trade when it comes to working with certain items, and even alternatives that can customize the dish to your taste. Check out these notes before you start cooking!

• Serve It Up! We offer a range of suggestions for what to do with the finished dish, from garnishes to ideas for salads, soups, and sides that will round out the meal.

• Shortcuts. If we know of a quick but still real-food way to spend less time in the kitchen, we give it; for example, frozen mixed vegetables, jarred minced ginger, presliced bell peppers on the supermarket’s salad bar, or bottled spice blends.

• Ingredients Explained. Here’s where we provide a glossary for some of the ingredients: kale, red curry paste, short ribs, and white balsamic vinegar, to name a few. Long-time cooks will find some of this redundant; novices will most likely appreciate its help. These entries are cross-referenced throughout the book, but you needn’t look if you know.

• All-American Know-How. Here, we condensed our kitchen wisdom: how to cut up a chicken, how to clean leeks, how to store clams. Together, these will help this book become your cooking primer that focuses on America’s favorite appliance.



So that’s the story—all that’s left are the recipes. You might start with Oat, Barley, and Apple Porridge for a morning in the very near future. Or if you’re more in the mood for a main course, Pork Butt with Whiskey and Sage. Or Sticky Chicken Thighs with Apricots. Or Shell-less Clams Casino. Or shoot, just Mac and Cheese. Really, we can’t pick. You go ahead. Then write and let us know what happened. We’re at www.bruceandmark.com. With this many recipes to try, you’re about to hear a lot from us. We’d love to hear from you.




breakfast


Let’s face it: if you’re going to skip a meal, it’s breakfast. Before you really get a chance to think about it, you’re out the door.

Head back inside. Missing the morning meal is not the best choice. Your blood sugar levels are out of whack after your sleep-enforced fast. A few hours later, when they’ve fallen even further, plunk will go your energy—and your productivity. University studies the world over have shown that children who go without breakfast seriously underperform those who’ve had something to eat. What’s more, we know that adults who skip breakfast suffer memory deficiencies by mid-morning. Everyone knows that guy who drags himself into work with an artificially sweetened coffeehouse frappawhatever in hand and can’t even remember yesterday’s bottom-line discussion until he bums an apple off of someone.

Of course, some of the more earnest among us go without breakfast in a misguided attempt to cut calories. But those who do tend to chow down on 300 to 500 more calories a day. If you don’t eat breakfast, you’re famished by mid-morning, foraging in the break room or running to the convenience store, although lunch is fast approaching.

In truth, the fault lies with our ridiculously accelerated world. Back in the day—sadly, not forty years ago—nine o’clock was a decent time to roll in to work and five P.M. was quitting time. But everything moves more quickly over longer hours. Breakfast gets tossed out the window. Look out below.

Fortunately, there’s a way to catch an extra hour of sleep and still eat breakfast: the slow cooker. You can have a hot breakfast without much fuss—and a healthy meal, too, stocked with whole grains, no processed and packaged this or that in the mix. As you’ll see, the slow cooker was seemingly made for whole-grain porridges, a comforting breakfast any day of the year. But you needn’t stop there. You can also use the slow cooker for egg casseroles and (yes!) decidedly more decadent fare, all without standing over a hot stove. There are also a few fruit compote and applesauce recipes that’ll stand you in good stead for many mornings to come (or even for dessert some evening).

A slow cooker is perfect for breakfast. It blends flavors, muting bitter notes in whole grains, fruits, and vegetables, all the while foregrounding the natural sweetness of everything from oatmeal to bacon, apples to polenta. Those mellower tastes are a better fit for the morning.

A slow cooker is also the most convenient breakfast tool: you can set it up the night before and look forward to a hearty meal when the alarm goes off. Or you can set up a tasty brunch casserole and have it ready when your friends arrive.

With a slow cooker on the counter, give breakfast a try. Then begin to morph these recipes into your own signature breakfasts. Try one, then figure out how to adapt it. Don’t like maple syrup? Try honey or agave nectar. Don’t like chives? How about thyme? Just remember the basic rule: keep the liquid-to-dry ratio intact. (Granulated white and brown sugars are tough—they count on both sides of the ratio, measured as dry ingredients in a batter but acting as liquids as they melt. We recommend leaving their quantities intact; besides, we’ve tried to keep these recipes fairly low in sugar.) After that, you’re free to create a breakfast that’ll set you up right. And that’s a win/win situation you can set your alarm for.

oatmeals and porridges

If there’s a stellar example of how a slow cooker works, it’s probably found among these hot cereals. Yes, the slow cooker can be a blunt instrument, smashing the subtle notes of individual flavors. But to soften steel-cut oats into a luxurious meal, morph the bitter accents in quinoa into a sweet porridge, and smooth the crags of cornmeal into a creamy breakfast polenta, these are the reasons you bought the appliance in the first place! Okay, maybe you weren’t thinking of breakfast when you got yours. But almost all of these hot cereal recipes are overnight wonders.

Before we jump to these recipes, we should say a word here about whole grains. Within reason, we use them in this section so breakfast can be as nutritious as possible. But looks can be deceiving. Pearled barley is like white rice—a refined grain. Even standard polenta made from ground corn can lack some of the components of whole-grain goodness, although corn itself is the only whole grain we can digest completely, even in its raw form. If you’re concerned about these issues, look at our “Testers’ Notes” to find ways to add even more whole grains to the mix.

We also began developing these recipes with fat-free milk—and in truth, they were just about as creamy as the ones we later tried with whole or low-fat milk. We don’t call for fat-free sour cream in baking or cooking because it can separate over prolonged heat, resulting in a watery mess rather than a satisfying meal. But we like to save fat and calories where we can (mostly so we can butter the toast).

So hop to. Stir everything together the night before and let the slow cooker do its work. Forget watching the pot of hot cereal, praying it doesn’t boil over. Skip that irritating volcano of oatmeal in the microwave. Instead, wake up to some of the best (and most nutritious) comfort food around.



overnight oatmeal

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 10



2- TO 3½-QUART

2 cups water

2 cups milk

1 cup steel-cut oats

¼ cup maple syrup

pinch salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

4 cups water

4 cups milk

2 cups steel-cut oats

½ cup maple syrup

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups water

6 cups milk

3 cups steel-cut oats

¾ cup maple syrup

½ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the maple syrup is distributed evenly throughout. Cover and cook on low for 6 hours, or until the oats are tender and creamy.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• If you’ve skipped steel-cut oats because (1) you didn’t want to cook breakfast for an hour when you’re barely conscious, or (2) you’ve tried preboiling them for a couple of minutes the night before and then finishing the next morning, only to end up with gummy glue, you’re in for a treat. The slow cooker can turn steel-cut oats into a smooth and creamy breakfast cereal, no stirring or consciousness needed.

• For a treat for later in the week, butter or grease the inside of an 8- or 9-inch baking pan and spread the leftover oatmeal in it; cover and refrigerate overnight or up to 2 days. When you’re ready, cut the block into wedges, and fry them in butter in a nonstick skillet set over medium heat under they are golden and brown, 2 to 3 minutes per side. Serve with more maple syrup on the side (of course).

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Steel-cut oats (often called “Irish oats” or “pinhead oats”) are hulled oat groats sliced into smaller segments, loaded with fiber and all the essential nutrients in the whole grain. The more familiar rolled oats are actually processed, steamed, and flattened oats—in effect, precooked so they don’t take so long at the stove. And in the United States, so-called Scottish oats are actually steamed, ground oat groats. Use only steel-cut oats in this recipe (as well as many of the ones to follow).

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW The longer a whole-grain cereal sits, the thicker it becomes. The cereal may also brown a bit at its edges. Some of us like this stiffer part; other late-sleepers may want to scoop the cereal right out of the cooker’s center. In any event, if you let most hot cereals and porridges stay on warm for more than a couple of hours, be prepared to thin them out with more milk or water.

Serve It Up! Top bowls of oatmeal with chopped, pitted dates, sliced and cored apples, crumbled graham crackers, apple butter, any preserve or jam you like, dried fruit, sliced bananas, orange zest, or a pat of butter.

oatmeal with banana, pineapple, and coconut

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

1¼ cups water

¾ cup coconut milk (regular or lite)

½ cup steel-cut oats

½ ripe medium bananas, chopped

2½ tblsp chopped dried pineapple

2½ tblsp unsweetened shredded coconut

2½ tblsp packed light brown sugar

¼ tsp vanilla extract

¼ tsp salt

pinch grated nutmeg



4- TO 5½-QUART

2½ cups water

1½ cups coconut milk (regular or lite)

1 cup steel-cut oats

1 ripe medium bananas, chopped

⅓ cup chopped dried pineapple

⅓ cup unsweetened shredded coconut

⅓ cup packed light brown sugar

½ tsp vanilla extract

½ tsp salt

¼ tsp grated nutmeg



6- TO 8-QUART

3¾ cups water

2¼ cups coconut milk (regular or lite)

1½ cups steel-cut oats

2 ripe medium bananas, chopped

½ cup chopped dried pineapple

½ cup unsweetened shredded coconut

½ cup packed light brown sugar

¾ tsp vanilla extract

¾ tsp salt

¼ tsp grated nutmeg





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the brown sugar has dissolved. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the oats are tender and the bananas have begun to melt into the sauce.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Make sure the bananas are as ripe as they can be, with plenty of dark spots mottled across their yellow skins, no green bits in sight.

• Use a fork to stir the coconut milk right in the can, thereby reincorporating the solids into the liquid.

• Cut the bananas and pineapple into very small bits, between ¼- and ½-inch pieces. That way, they’ll almost melt into the porridge.

• It wouldn’t hurt to stir 1 to 3 tablespoons rum into the mix with the other ingredients. Don’t want the booze first thing in the morning? Try a drop or two of rum extract.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Coconut milk is a favorite ingredient for vegans who want a creamy, buttery flavor. It’s a thick, viscous liquid pressed out of chunks of coconut. So-called lite coconut milk is actually a second (or third or even further) pressing of the original coconut solids to create a less indulgent, less viscous, and (darn it) healthier ingredient.

Unsweetened shredded coconut—sometimes labeled as “desiccated coconut flakes”—is available in larger supermarkets, often not in the baking aisle but in either the international section or the health-food aisle. It’s also available in almost all health-food stores. If the flakes are large, about the size of old-fashioned washing soap flakes from 1950s sitcoms, pulverize them in a cleaned spice grinder or a mini food processor until the bits are about the consistency of modern laundry detergent.

sweet potato oatmeal, coffee cake style

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

1½ cups milk

½ cup steel-cut oats

½ cup chopped canned yams in syrup, drained, liquid reserved

½ cup canning liquid from yams

¼ tsp salt

3 tblsp packed light brown sugar

3 tblsp chopped pecans

½ tsp ground cinnamon



4- TO 5½-QUART

3 cups milk

1 cup steel-cut oats

1 cup chopped canned yams in syrup, drained, liquid reserved

1 cup canning liquid from yams

½ tsp salt

6 tblsp packed light brown sugar

6 tblsp chopped pecans

1 tsp ground cinnamon



6- TO 8-QUART

4½ cups milk

1½ cups steel-cut oats

1½ cups chopped canned yams in syrup, drained, liquid reserved

1½ cups canning liquid from yams

¾ tsp salt

½ cup plus 1 tblsp packed light brown sugar

½ cup plus 1 tblsp chopped pecans

1¼ tsp ground cinnamon





1 Stir the milk, oats, sweet potato bits, syrup from the can, and salt in the slow cooker. Cover and cook on low for 6 hours, or until the oats are tender.

2 Combine the brown sugar, pecan pieces, and cinnamon in a bowl. Sprinkle on the oatmeal just before serving, either while it’s still in the slow cooker or over individual bowlfuls.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• This recipe mimics a very sweet Southern coffee cake by using canned yams (or sweet potatoes) and then adding a crunchy topping to the oatmeal the next morning.

• If the can of sweet potatoes doesn’t have enough liquid to make the full amount needed, make up the difference with equal parts water and maple syrup.

• If you’re prone to morning grogginess, mix the topping ingredients the night before; cover and set aside at room temperature.

• Consider adding a little minced peeled fresh ginger—no more than 2 teaspoons for the big batch. Or skip the ginger and try a pinch (or two) of grated nutmeg.

• For richer fare, stir 1 to 3 tablespoons melted unsalted butter into the topping ingredients. Believe it or not, the butter will actually cut the sweetness a bit.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Canned yams in syrup (that is, canned sweet potatoes in a sweetened, thickened liquid) are a Southern tradition, often served at the holidays. They can be hard to track down in some parts of the country, or even at other times of the year, so stock up when you see them.

oat, barley, and apple porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

3 cups water

¾ cup steel-cut oats

½ cup pearled barley

6 tblsp sliced almonds

2 tblsp maple syrup

1 large apple, preferably Gala, Fuji, or Jonagold, cored and chopped

½ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

6 cups water

1½ cups steel-cut oats

1 cup pearled barley

¾ cup sliced almonds

¼ cup maple syrup

2 large apples, preferably Gala, Fuji, or Jonagold, cored and chopped

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

9 cups water

2¼ cups steel-cut oats

1½ cups pearled barley

1 cup plus 2 tblsp sliced almonds

6 tblsp maple syrup

3 large apples, preferably Gala, Fuji, or Jonagold, cored and chopped

¾ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until thoroughly mixed. Cover and cook on low for 8 hours, or until the oats and barley are tender and luscious.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Oats and barley are a great combo: creamy and chewy, smooth and toothsome, all at once in every bite.

• For more flavor, toast the sliced almonds until golden brown in a nonstick skillet set over medium heat, stirring often, 4 to 5 minutes.

• Although tart apples are the standard in many recipes with other sweeteners in the mix, we feel this works best with a medium-sweet apple that will break down a bit and become part of the creamy “sauce” around the grains.

Serve It Up! For an over-the-top treat, warm some heavy or light cream in a small saucepan until bubbles fizz around the pan’s interior. Ladle the warmed cream over the cereal in the bowls.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Pearled barley (sometimes labeled perlato barley) is a refined grain. The hull and bran have been scored or even removed so the barley cooks quickly. Do not substitute quick-cooking barley, which is processed like instant oatmeal.


sweet rice porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 10



2- TO 3½-QUART

2 cups water

1 cup peeled and diced sweet potato

½ cup short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

½ cup jarred roasted chestnuts

¼ cup packed light brown sugar

1 tblsp mirin

½ tsp minced peeled fresh ginger



4- TO 5½-QUART

4 cups water

2 cups peeled and diced sweet potato

1 cup short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

1 cup jarred roasted chestnuts

½ cup packed light brown sugar

2 tblsp mirin

1 tsp minced peeled fresh ginger



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups water

3 cups peeled and diced sweet potato

1½ cups short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

1½ cups jarred roasted chestnuts

¾ cup packed light brown sugar

3 tblsp mirin

1½ minced peeled fresh ginger





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker, then cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the rice is tender.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• This sweet, autumnal breakfast porridge is well stocked and very aromatic. It would pair well with a cup of black tea instead of coffee.

• A white sweet potato would be the best, although a yellow or orange variety will do just as well. Cut the sweet potato into ½-inch cubes.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Short-grain rice is sometimes called “sweet rice” or “sushi rice” in North America. It’s often available in the Asian aisle of larger supermarkets packed by brands such as Kalrose. It’s a sticky rice, short not necessarily in length but “short” of a certain dry starch that keeps long-grain rice fluffier.

sweet squash porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 10



2- TO 3½-QUART

3 cups water

3 cups peeled, seeded, and cubed pumpkin or kabocha squash

3 tblsp short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

2½ tblsp packed light brown sugar

1½ tsp minced peeled fresh ginger

pinch salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

4 cups water

4 cups peeled, seeded, and cubed pumpkin or kabocha squash

⅓ cup short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

¼ cup packed light brown sugar

2 tsp minced peeled fresh ginger

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups water

6 cups peeled, seeded, and cubed pumpkin or kabocha squash

½ cup short-grain rice (sweet rice or sushi rice)

6 tblsp packed light brown sugar

1 tblsp minced peeled fresh ginger

¼ tsp salt





1 Combine all the ingredients in a slow cooker, stirring until the brown sugar has dissolved into the mix. Cover and cook on low for 8 hours, or until the pumpkin and rice are tender.

2 Use a potato masher or the back of a wooden spoon to mash the vegetable and rice into a creamy, thick, hot cereal.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Although excellent at breakfast, this porridge can also be served at dinner, particularly as the first course of a more formal dinner party. Or consider it a side dish at a holiday meal—perhaps a little bit of pumpkin sweetness before the turkey at Thanksgiving.

Serve It Up! For crunch in the bowls, sprinkle plain granola on top.

baked pear porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 3 TO 10



2- TO 3½-QUART

2 ripe medium pears, peeled, cored, and chopped

1¾ cups water

1½ cups milk

    ¾ cup medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

½ cup finely chopped walnuts

3 tblsp packed dark brown sugar

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

3 ripe medium pears, peeled, cored, and chopped

2½ cups water

2 cups milk

    1 cup medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

⅔ cup finely chopped walnuts

⅓ cup packed dark brown sugar

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

5 ripe medium pears, peeled, cored, and chopped

5 cups water

4 cups milk

    2 cups medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

1⅓ cups finely chopped walnuts

⅔ cup packed dark brown sugar

1 tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the liquid has been absorbed and the porridge is thick.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Despite the brown sugar and the pears, it’s amazing how savory bulgur keeps this breakfast cereal from tasting too sweet.

• Mince the walnut pieces into small bits so there are no chunks in the spoonfuls. Rock a large knife through the walnuts on a cutting board, gathering them together after they spread out and going at it several more times.

• Although milk adds a lovely sweetness, you can substitute almond milk, prized for its delicate flavor.

• Soft, mushy pears will dissolve into the porridge and lose much of their oomph. Choose firm but very sweet-smelling pears. That said, the pear’s fragrance is key. Better a sweet-smelling, soft pear than a firm pear with no fragrance whatsoever.

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW Use a melon baller to core a pear before you peel it. Start at the blossom end—opposite the stem—and slowly turn the melon baller into the pear, scooping out tiny bits at a time, moving slowly up into the fruit, and eventually taking out the seeds and their fibrous membranes inside. Then peel the pear and chop it into ½-inch bits.

peanut butter and banana porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 4 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

2 cups milk

1½ cups water

6 tblsp honey

6 tblsp creamy natural-style peanut butter

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt

¾ cup medium-ground bulgur (such as #2)

½ ripe medium banana, peeled and chopped



4- TO 5½-QUART

4 cups milk

3 cups water

¾ cup honey

¾ cup creamy natural-style peanut butter

1 tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp salt

1½ cups medium-ground bulgur (such as #2)

1 ripe medium banana, peeled and chopped



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups milk

4½ cups water

1 cup honey

1 cup creamy natural-style peanut butter

1¼ tsp ground cinnamon

¾ tsp salt

2¼ cups medium-ground bulgur (such as #2)

2 ripe medium bananas, peeled and chopped





Whisk the milk, water, honey, peanut butter, cinnamon, and salt in the slow cooker until the mixture is creamy and smooth. Stir in the bulgur and banana bits. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• We prefer this classic-sandwich-made-into-a-breakfast-cereal with creamy “natural-style” peanut butter, rather than the traditional peanut butter with its added fat and sugar. However, the porridge can be made with either—and is richer with the latter.

• This cereal will get stiff as it sits; it may also singe at the sides of the cooker. If you sleep late and the cereal keeps warm for 2 hours, thin it out by stirring some milk into it; cover and cook on low for 20 minutes to warm the milk through.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Most often made from durum wheat, bulgur is common in Middle Eastern dishes like tabbouleh, a parsley salad. Although sometimes confused with cracked wheat, bulgur is actually parboiled crushed grains. We prefer the whole-grain variety for its nuttiness. In any case, bulgur is available in four grinds in North America: fine, medium, coarse, and extra-coarse. For the best consistency, use a medium-ground bulgur here, sometimes labeled #2. The recipes in this book will always indicate the grind of the bulgur to be used.

savory rice porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 10 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

4 cups water

½ cup long-grain white rice

1 tblsp soy sauce

2 tsp minced peeled fresh ginger



4- TO 5½-QUART

8 cups water

1 cup long-grain white rice

2 tblsp soy sauce

4 tsp minced peeled fresh ginger



6- TO 8-QUART

12 cups water

1½ cups long-grain white rice

3 tblsp soy sauce

5 tsp minced peeled fresh ginger





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker, then cover and cook on low for 10 hours, or until the rice has partially dissolved into a thin gruel.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• By swamping long-grain white rice with plenty of water and cooking the mixture for a very long time with low heat, you’ll create a rich and starchy, if thin, rice porridge.

• This cereal is sometimes called “congee,” eaten by Chinese immigrants on their way to work in North America. The recipe replicates a Cantonese version, fashioned here for the slow cooker.

Serve It Up! Although this rice porridge is a simple thing of beauty, it’s also an excuse for the garnishes. For a traditional Chinese version, offer sliced scallions or chives as well as chopped, salted peanuts to sprinkle on the bowls. Beyond those, you might consider some cooked and chopped shrimp; cooked, skinned, boned, and chopped chicken meat (particularly if you snagged a rotisserie chicken for dinner the night before); or even some finely diced smoked tofu. If you want to spend a little time at the stove, fry slivered garlic in a little peanut oil in a medium skillet until crisp and brown.

quinoa vanilla bean porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 5 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

3⅓ cups milk

1 cup quinoa (white or red)

⅓ cup sugar

1½ tblsp instant tapioca

½ vanilla bean, split lengthwise, the seeds scraped into the cooker and the pod added

¼ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

5 cups milk

1½ cups quinoa (white or red)

½ cup sugar

2 tblsp plus 1 tsp instant tapioca

½ vanilla bean, split lengthwise, the seeds scraped into the cooker and the pod added

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

6¾ cups milk

2 cups quinoa (white or red)

⅔ cup sugar

3 tblsp instant tapioca

1 vanilla bean, split lengthwise, the seeds scraped into the cooker and the pod added

½ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the sugar has dissolved. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the mixture is rich and thick. Discard the vanilla pod before serving.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Although cooked quinoa is sometimes dry, it becomes a moist cereal in a slow cooker. Its slightly bitter notes are offset in this recipe by a little sugar and lots of vanilla.

• Tapioca gives the porridge its body, since quinoa will not thicken it the way oats would. Use only instant tapioca, often available in the baking aisle and commonly used as a thickener in pie fillings. Don’t substitute larger tapioca pearls.

• Feel free to add some chopped dried fruit to this porridge: golden raisins, stemmed dried figs, dried nectarines, or the like. However, keep the additions small, no more than ½ cup for a large slow cooker. You don’t want that added fruit to mute the flavor of the quinoa.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Quinoa is naturally coated in a bitter, defensive compound (saponin) to keep animals from eating it. Most quinoa sold today is washed to remove the rank taste, but check your package to make sure. If its directions say you should rinse the quinoa, do so in a fine-mesh sieve or a colander lined with paper towels (otherwise the grains will fall through the larger holes of a standard colander). Shake dry over the sink; then as a precaution, give the grains a second rinse under cool water.

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW To split open a vanilla bean, lay it on your cutting board and draw a paring knife down its length, opening it up. Use the blunt back of the knife tip to scrape the inside of the bean, scooping out the sticky mass of tiny seeds in each half. Add the pods to your mix for more flavor.

buckwheat porridge with figs and dates

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

1⅓ cups water

1⅓ cups milk

⅔ cup buckwheat groats

3 tblsp diced pitted dates

1 dried fig, stemmed and diced

2 tblsp honey

¼ tsp ground cinnamon

pinch salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

2 cups water

2 cups milk

1 cup buckwheat groats

¼ cup diced pitted dates

2 dried figs, stemmed and diced

3 tblsp honey

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

3½ cups water

3½ cups milk

1¾ cups buckwheat groats

⅓ cup diced pitted dates

4 dried figs, stemmed and diced

¼ cup honey

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the honey has dissolved. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the groats are tender, if still sticky.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Buckwheat groats are a tasty, rich source of fiber, always a great way to start the day. Look for the groats in the natural- or organic-food section of your supermarket.

• Buckwheat groats will get quite sticky over time; the longer this porridge sits, the pastier it becomes. It’ll keep well for several hours; but serve it as soon as it’s ready if you prefer a chewier, less gummy texture.

• Cut the dried fruit into tiny bits so that they’re evenly distributed throughout the porridge.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED All dates are not created equal! Try soft and luscious Medjool dates here, cut into tiny bits that almost melt into the cereal. Keep in mind the rule for dates, figs, and all dried fruit: they should be juicy and plump.

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW Dicing dried fruit can be a difficult job; your knife has to be continuously washed to get rid of the sugary stickiness. To counter (but not stop) the problem, spray your knife with nonstick spray before you begin chopping.

trail mix porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 6 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

4 cups water

1 cup chopped fresh cranberries

½ cup pearled barley

½ cup packed light brown sugar

⅓ cup walnut pieces, toasted and coarsely ground

¼ cup medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

¼ cup corn (or hominy) grits

¼ cup millet

¼ cup maple syrup

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

6 cups water

1½ cups chopped fresh cranberries

¾ cup pearled barley

¾ cup packed light brown sugar

½ cup walnut pieces, toasted and coarsely ground

    6 tblsp medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

6 tblsp corn (or hominy) grits

6 tblsp millet

6 tblsp maple syrup

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

8 cups water

2 cups chopped fresh cranberries

1 cup pearled barley

1 cup packed light brown sugar

⅔ cup walnut pieces, toasted and coarsely ground

    ½ cup medium-ground bulgur (or #2)

½ cup corn (or hominy) grits

½ cup millet

½ cup maple syrup

1 tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the maple syrup has dissolved and all the grains are moistened. Cover and cook on low for 6 hours, or until the porridge is creamy and the grains are tender.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• For more whole-grain goodness, use whole-grain corn grits, a specialty item not always available in supermarkets but certainly offered by online suppliers. They’ll give a much more intense, sweet, even earthy corn taste to the cereal.

• Fresh cranberries are not necessarily available year-round. When you see them in the supermarket around the holidays, buy a few extra bags and toss them into the freezer. There’s no need to thaw the cranberries before using them in a cooking or baking recipe.

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW Grind walnuts in a food processor fitted with the chopping blade, pulsing repeatedly until the consistency is a little coarser than sand, but with no chunks in the mix. For more flavor, first toast the walnuts in a dry skillet over medium heat for about 4 minutes, then cool for 30 minutes before grinding. Save any leftover nuts in a zip-sealed plastic bag in the freezer to add to cookie and bread batters, or to coatings for pan-fried or oven-fried fish or chicken.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Millet is the smallest grain available in the modern supermarket—tiny little yellow specks that can turn into a pain in the neck if you spill the bag. Unless otherwise specified, use whole millet, not finely ground millet grits. Because millet goes rancid quickly at room temperature, store it in a well-sealed bag in the freezer for up to 5 months. But always smell it first. It should smell grassy and sweet, not bitter or acrid.

pecan pie porridge

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

3 cups milk

⅔ cup wheatberries

⅓ cup maple syrup

⅓ cup finely chopped pecans

3 tblsp farina, such as Cream of Wheat

¼ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

4½ cups milk

1 cup wheatberries

½ cup maple syrup

½ cup finely chopped pecans

¼ cup farina, such as Cream of Wheat

½ tsp ground cinnamon

¼ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups milk

1⅓ cups wheatberries

⅔ cup maple syrup

⅔ cup finely chopped pecans

6 tblsp farina, such as Cream of Wheat

¾ tsp ground cinnamon

½ tsp salt





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker until the maple syrup is evenly distributed throughout. Cover and cook the mixture on low for 8 hours, or until the wheatberries are tender and the mixture has turned into a porridge.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• There’s not one kind of wheatberry but several, based on the wheat variety. For the creamiest texture befitting a breakfast porridge, look for soft spring white wheatberries. By contrast, hard red winter wheatberries will offer more far more chew.

• You can save any leftovers in a covered container in the fridge. Stir in plenty of milk the next morning to loosen up the cereal, then heat it slowly in a saucepan over medium-low heat, stirring frequently to prevent scorching.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Wheatberries are minimally processed grains of wheat, just minus their hulls and dried for storage. They’re a nutritious whole grain, usually available near the quinoa and brown rice in your supermarket, or sometimes in the health-food aisle.

ALL-AMERICAN KNOW-HOW Ground cinnamon has a shelf life: about nine months if stored in a dark, cool place. After that, it loses much of its zip. Smell yours to make sure it’s fresh and irresistible. Double its shelf life by storing it in the freezer, although the ambient humidity means you can never “thaw” it without its clumping. You’ll have to forgo sprinkling it on cinnamon toast, but you can scoop it out frozen for most recipes.

creamy brown rice porridge

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 10 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

2½ cups milk

½ cup long-grain brown rice (such as brown basmati or brown Texmati)

¼ cup chopped golden raisins

2½ tbls sugar

½ tsp vanilla extract

pinch salt

2 large egg yolks



4- TO 5½-QUART

5 cups milk

1 cup long-grain brown rice (such as brown basmati or brown Texmati)

½ cup chopped golden raisins

⅓ cup sugar

1 tsp vanilla extract

¼ tsp salt

3 large egg yolks



6- TO 8-QUART

7½ cups milk

1½ cups long-grain brown rice (such as brown basmati or brown Texmati)

¾ cup chopped golden raisins

½ cup sugar

1½ tsp vanilla extract

¼ tsp salt

4 large egg yolks





1 Combine the milk, rice, raisins, sugar, vanilla, and salt in a slow cooker, stirring until the sugar has dissolved. Cover and cook on low for 10 hours, or until the rice is tender.

2 Whisk the egg yolks in a large bowl until creamy, then whisk 1 to 2 cups of the rice porridge into the egg yolks, beating fairly furiously to keep the egg yolks from curdling.

3 When the mixture is mostly smooth, whisk it back into the rest of the porridge in the slow cooker. Serve at once.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• This is like a thicker, richer version of rice porridge, here made with brown rice (so it’s a whole-grain breakfast). There are also eggs in the mix; they’ll make the dish even heartier, sort of a creamy rice pudding.

• Use only long-grain brown rice here. Short- or medium-grain brown rice will clump.

• The eggs will have been warmed to a safe temperature by the time the whisked mixture is incorporated back into the slow cooker. If you’re concerned, cover the cooker and cook for 5 minutes—but no more, as the egg yolks may “scramble” in the porridge.

• The golden raisins are really for aesthetics—to better complement the color of the brown rice. If you’ve got only black on hand, substitute at will!

southwestern hominy stew

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

1¾ cups canned reduced-sodium diced tomatoes, with juice

1¾ cups canned hominy, drained and rinsed

¾ cup thinly sliced celery

¾ cup chopped red onion

⅓ cup reduced-sodium fat-free chicken broth

¼ cup canned chopped green chiles (hot, medium, or mild)

1 tsp dried oregano

¾ tsp ground cumin

¼ tsp ground black pepper

pinch ground cloves

½ pound turkey sausage meat, any casings removed



4- TO 5½-QUART

3½ cups canned reduced-sodium diced tomatoes, with juice

3½ cups canned hominy, drained and rinsed

1½ cups thinly sliced celery

1½ cups chopped red onion

⅔ cup reduced-sodium fat-free chicken broth

½ cup canned chopped green chiles (hot, medium, or mild)

2 tsp dried oregano

1½ tsp ground cumin

½ tsp ground black pepper

¼ tsp ground cloves

1 pound turkey sausage meat, any casings removed



6- TO 8-QUART

5¼ cups canned reduced-sodium diced tomatoes, with juice

5¼ cups canned hominy, drained and rinsed

2 cups thinly sliced celery

1¾ cups chopped red onion

1 cup reduced-sodium fat-free chicken broth

¾ cup canned chopped green chiles (hot, medium, or mild)

1 tblsp dried oregano

2 tsp ground cumin

¾ tsp ground black pepper

¼ tsp ground cloves

1½ pounds turkey sausage meat, any casings removed





1 Stir the tomatoes, hominy, celery, onion, broth, chiles, oregano, cumin, pepper, and cloves in the slow cooker. Crumble the sausage into quarter-size chunks over the stew; gently stir it in without breaking it up.

2 Cover and cook on low for 7 hours, or until the vegetables have softened and the flavors have blended.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Breakfast stews like this one are popular in small eateries across the American Southwest. It’s a big taste in the morning, laced with chile and onion.

• A 14-ounce can of diced tomatoes with juice or of drained hominy yields about 1¾ cups; a 28-ounce can of either yields about 3½ cups.


Serve It Up! Offer warmed corn or flour tortillas on the side—and perhaps a poached or fried egg to “float” in the bowl.

cheddar and apple grits

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED: Hominy is made from dried field corn that has been soaked in an alkali solution to loosen the hulls and tenderize the kernels. Even the oil and protein structure of the grain is changed. Hominy has been a staple of North American diets for centuries, a chewy, sweet way to relish the corn harvest all year long. It should definitely be a breakfast staple in your home.

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

2 cups water

½ cup whole-grain corn grits

½ cup chopped, peeled, and cored tart apple

2 tblsp minced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

½ tsp Cajun spice blend

¼ tsp red pepper flakes

½ cup shredded Cheddar cheese



4- TO 5½-QUART

4 cups water

1 cup whole-grain corn grits

1 cup chopped, peeled, and cored tart apple

¼ cup minced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

1 tsp Cajun spice blend

½ tsp red pepper flakes

1 cup shredded Cheddar cheese



6- TO 8-QUART

6 cups water

1½ cups whole-grain corn grits

1½ cups chopped, peeled, and cored tart apple

6 tblsp minced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

1½ tsp Cajun spice blend

¾ tsp red pepper flakes

1½ cups shredded Cheddar cheese





Stir all the ingredients in a slow cooker. Cover and cook on low for 6 hours, or until the grits are smooth and creamy.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Skip the instant grits and instead use whole-grain, yellow grits, made from dried field corn and available at larger supermarkets and most health-food stores.

• Although we’ve campaigned for sweeter, softer apples in some porridges, these grits benefit from tart, firm apples like Granny Smith or Empire.

• Look for Cajun spice blends that aren’t simply doctored cayenne, but instead include a wide range of herbs and spices.

• Because the Cheddar has plenty of sodium, and also because Cajun spice blends often include salt in the mix, there’s none added in this recipe.

Serve It Up! Most Southerners wouldn’t consider this a breakfast on its own. It needs a fried egg (or two) to round out the meal.

polenta with apricot nectar and almonds

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12



2- TO 3½-QUART

3 cups water

2 cups pitted and sliced fresh apricots

¾ cup polenta

6 tblsp apricot nectar

6 tblsp ground almonds

6 tblsp packed light brown sugar

¼ tsp salt



4- TO 5½-QUART

6 cups water

4 cups pitted and sliced fresh apricots

1½ cups polenta

¾ cup apricot nectar

¾ cup ground almonds

¾ cup packed light brown sugar

½ tsp salt



6- TO 8-QUART

9 cups water

6 cups pitted and sliced fresh apricots

2¼ cups polenta

1 cup plus 2 tblsp apricot nectar

1 cup plus 2 tblsp ground almonds

1 cup plus 2 tblsp packed light brown sugar

½ tsp salt





Combine all the ingredients in a slow cooker, stirring until the polenta is thoroughly moistened. Cover and cook on low for 8 hours, until the polenta is thick and creamy.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Breakfast polentas have a delicate creamy texture, less hearty than the more familiar side dish.

• Although this is a sweet dish, you can add an elegant touch by stirring in 1 to 2 teaspoons stemmed fresh thyme leaves before cooking.

polenta with smoked ham and dried cherries

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 7 TO 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 8



2- TO 3½-QUART

4 cups water

½ pound smoked ham, chopped

1 cup polenta

½ cup chopped dried cherries, minced

¼ cup thinly sliced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

1½ tsp fresh thyme leaves, stripped from stems

½ tsp ground black pepper

¾ cup grated Monterey Jack cheese



4- TO 5½-QUART

6 cups water

¾ pound smoked ham, chopped

1½ cups polenta

¾ cup chopped dried cherries, minced

6 tblsp thinly sliced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

2 tsp fresh thyme leaves, stripped from stems

¾ tsp ground black pepper

1 cup plus 2 tblsp grated Monterey Jack cheese



6- TO 8-QUART

8 cups water

1 pound smoked ham, chopped

2 cups polenta

1 cup chopped dried cherries, minced

½ cup thinly sliced scallions (white and pale green parts only)

1 tblsp fresh thyme leaves, stripped from stems

1 tsp ground black pepper

1½ cups grated Monterey Jack cheese





1 Mix the water, ham, polenta, cherries, scallions, thyme, and pepper in the slow cooker until the polenta is moistened. Cover and cook on low for 7 hours in a small cooker, 7½ hours in a medium cooker, or 8 hours in a large cooker, until the liquid has been absorbed and the cereal is almost velvety.

2 Stir in the cheese just before serving.

TESTERS’ NOTES

• Chop the ham, cherries, and scallions so they are all about the same size; that way, they’ll “balance” each other in every spoonful. Yes, you should further cut up the chopped dried cherries; otherwise, they end up as bloated bombs of searingly hot juice.

• Because there’s so much sodium in the ham and cheese, we’ve not included any additional salt in this recipe.

• For more zip in your cheese topping, use pepper jack or even jalapeño jack.

INGREDIENTS EXPLAINED Although so-called instant polenta is a boon for quick cooks, it doesn’t work too well in the slow cooker: the texture is compromised after long cooking. For this dish and all others that use polenta, search out the standard Italian variety, a slightly coarser grind of cornmeal that normally requires hours of stirring over a hot stove. Don’t substitute regular cornmeal. Or look for whole-grain polenta from online suppliers like Anson Mills. Slightly coarser grinds of whole-grain polenta, often labeled “corn polenta or grits,” work best.

pancakes, breakfast puddings, and coffee cakes


Now we come to the decadent breakfasts—most of them sweet, all of them potential family favorites, and every one a great use of the slow cooker. Yes, you can even “bake” in a slow cooker, although as you can tell from the quotes around the word, there are some caveats.

For one thing, nothing will brown. In baking, browning occurs because of (1) the caramelization of sugars; and (2) the breakdown of proteins found naturally in milk, butter, and even some flours. Both effects require dehydration, and the slow cooker is famous for keeping every drop of moisture under the lid; so you’ll have to make some adjustments to keep up the browning, as we’ll discuss. You just have to face facts and work around them—you know, as you do in the rest of life.

Although the lack of evaporation can be a problem, it can also be a bonus. Coffee cakes and breakfast puddings come out incredibly moist. Yes, we also need to balance the flavors carefully; subtle tastes get lost over a long cooking time. But once these problems are solved, you can use the slow cooker to make some pretty fine morning fare.

That



dutch apple pancake

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2½ TO 3 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 4 TO 8




















































banana pecan coffee cake

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 25 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2½ TO 4½ HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 4 TO 12











































































sour cream chocolate chip coffee cake

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 3 TO 5 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 6 TO 16

















































cinnamon-raisin bread pudding

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2½ TO 3 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 4 TO 8
















































sausage bread pudding

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 30 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2 TO 2½ HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 30 MINUTES • SERVES: 4 TO 8











































corn muffin migas

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 3 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 4 TO 10











































    
biscuits and sausage gravy

EFFORT: A LOT • PREP TIME: 35 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2 TO 2½ HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 3 TO 8




























































eggs, breakfast casseroles, and hash








quiche lorraine strata

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2 TO 2½ HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 2 TO 8

















































cowboy strata with sausage and beans

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 2 TO 2½ HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 3 TO 10
















































tortilla strata with red peppers and sausage

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 4 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: NO • SERVES: 4 TO 12








































manchego, chickpea, and red pepper strata

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 3 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 1 HOUR • SERVES: 4 TO 12












































loaded two-potato hash browns

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8









































    

bacon and onion hash browns

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 2 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 8










































tomatillo sauce for eggs

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 20 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 3 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 8



















































  

  
applesauce and compotes








slow cooker applesauce

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12

































stone fruit compote

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 3 TO 10
















































fig compote

EFFORT: NOT MUCH • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 8 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 12











































spice market dried fruit compote

EFFORT: A LITTLE • PREP TIME: 10 MINUTES • COOK TIME: 6 HOURS • KEEPS ON WARM: 4 HOURS • SERVES: 4 TO 8
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