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INTRODUCTION

The arrival of the combination cooker in our kitchens means that all those irritating limitations of microwave cooking, like the lack of crisp golden-brown crusts on cakes, pies, roasts and many more dishes, are a thing of the past. Now we have the perfect answer – the appliance which combines all the advantages of microwave cooking (speed, ease of use and compactness) with hot air and/or a grill to produce the crisp and browned appearance that we expect. In addition, the ability to switch from one method – defrosting, microwaving, roasting, baking or grilling – to another, sometimes without even having to remove the food from the oven, makes the combination cooker the most useful appliance in your kitchen.

The combination cooker will give you the result every cook aims for – perfectly cooked, appetising food with the minimum of fuss and time. For today’s cooks, with so many demands on their time, this must surely be the one appliance they can’t afford to be without.

We are both working wives and mothers, juggling the myriad activities that we and our families are involved in, yet with a keen interest in food and in eating healthily and well. By using all the capabilities of our combination cookers, we are able to produce attractive and delicious meals in a fraction of the conventional cooking time – whether we are just cooking for two or for the whole family. An added bonus is the ease with which combination cookers can be kept clean – no bending or kneeling down to reach inside them!

This book explores combination cooking to the full – for those of you with a combination cooker that has a fan-assisted hot air system and for those of you who use a microwave with built-in grill. For cooking with microwaves only, the companion books to this publication – Microwave Cooking Properly Explained, and Microwave Cooking Times at a Glance! – contain cooking techniques, recipes and time charts.

Like us, you will, in time, wonder how you ever managed without a combination cooker. First though, we do suggest that you spend a little time reading our notes on what cookware we use and how we have developed the recipes. We want you to have successful results from the very first recipe you try. Lastly, since we hate cleaning cookers as much as anyone, we also recommend that you read our suggestions on taking care of your combination cooker, with the aim of it never getting very dirty to start with!

We hope you enjoy both cooking and eating these recipes!

Annette Yates and Caroline Young


1

THE COMBINATION COOKER

WHAT IS A COMBINATION COOKER?

Knowing just what a combination cooker is, and how it works, makes it easier to use. Incidentally, we choose to use the word ‘cooker’ and not ‘oven’ because we feel its capabilities are far greater than those of an ‘oven’.

A combination cooker combines microwave energy with hot air, or with radiant heat from a grill, to cook and brown food simultaneously. It can, of course, be used to cook food with microwaves only. Most models can also be used to cook with hot air only (as in conventional ovens) or with grill only. Let’s look at each cooking method individually.

MICROWAVE

Microwaves actually penetrate the food, attracted by its moisture, fat and sugar content. The molecules in the food agitate rapidly, causing friction, and it is the heat from this friction that cooks the food. As it is a very quick and moist form of cooking, the outer layers of the food are not browned or crisped.

Cooking by microwave only is ideal for fish, sauces, fruit and vegetables (both fresh and frozen), pasta, rice, grains and pulses, sauces, soups, steamed puddings and preserves. It is also very useful for all those fiddly jobs you would otherwise do on the hob – melting chocolate or butter, blanching vegetables or liquefying ingredients like honey or jam.

Microwave energy alone is also used on the defrost program on your model.

CONVECTION

This is the traditional method of cooking food by hot air which may or may not (depending on your model) be circulated by a fan. Other models use the radiant heat from the grill element to heat the oven cavity. The compact size makes it very cost-efficient for cooking small amounts by convection only.

Small and individual food items such as biscuits, scones, rolls and small cakes should be cooked on convection only. They are so small that, if they were cooked on combination, the microwaves would overcook them before they had a chance to brown. Very rich fruit cakes are also best cooked on convection only.

GRILLING

Grills operate with the door closed and the turntable (if fitted) rotating to give even browning. They can be preheated before use.

We recommend grilling thin chops, hamburgers, bacon and gammon rashers, thin fish portions, sandwiches and ‘things on toast’ such as Welsh Rarebit.

COMBINATION – MICROWAVES WITH HOT AIR

This cooking method combines the use of microwaves (reducing the cooking time by around 50 per cent) with hot air (browning and crisping the surface of the food) to give dishes the traditional appearance, texture and taste that we expect. Some combination cookers use an element behind the back wall of the oven cavity to heat the air. A fan may also be fitted to circulate the air evenly. Other models use the radiant element of the built-in grill to heat the air. With some foods, the end result can be even better than with conventional cooking. Cakes will rise beautifully, with an excellent texture. Roast meats and poultry are crisp and golden brown, yet remain moist and succulent as a result of the reduced cooking time. For the same reason, meat shrinkage is also reduced.

Combination cooking is very successful for cakes and sponges, casseroles and ‘au gratin’ dishes, pies and flans, desserts such as crumbles, roast vegetables, scone rounds, breads, roast meats and poultry.

MICROWAVE + GRILL

This cooking mode combines the radiant heat from the grill with microwave energy. The heat from the grill heats the air in the oven cavity as well as giving concentrated radiant heat to the top of the food. The grill operates with the door closed and the turntable (if fitted) rotates to give even browning. The grill can be preheated before use.

This method is excellent for cooking dishes which need gentle heating throughout and a golden brown top (such as potato-topped dishes and baked pasta like lasagne). It’s also good for thick portions of fish, meat or poultry, possibly coated with breadcrumbs, which grill to a crisp finish while a low microwave power level shortens the cooking time to keep the meat or fish moist and tender.

PRE-SET PROGRAMS

Models vary in their number and type of pre-set programs. Most will include special programs for jacket potatoes, roast meats and poultry, re-heating convenience foods and for defrosting. The manufacturers’ handbooks give specific instructions for each individual model so you will not find them in this book.



COOKWARE

Like most cooks, the amount of storage space we have in our kitchens is at a premium, so we have slimmed down the amount and type of cookware we use to the minimum. Each cooking mode on the combination cooker has different requirements from the cookware used. Here is a brief run-down.

MICROWAVE cookware must allow the microwave energy to pass easily through it and into the food. This obviously rules out anything metal (which reflects microwaves) and any dish decorated with gold, silver or any other metallic paint. The microwaves will cause the metal in the decoration to spark and blacken (called arcing), certainly spoiling the dish and possibly damaging the cooker too. Thick pottery often absorbs some of the microwave energy, becoming very hot and slowing down the cooking. Unglazed pottery absorbs water during washing which, in the microwave, may expand into steam and crack the dish. Do not use fine glass, polystyrene, plastic dairy containers (they will melt), recycled paper products (they may contain minute metal particles) or dishes repaired with glue (it will also melt).

CONVECTION cookware can be any conventional oven-proof items including metal cake tins and baking sheets (but remember, if your cooker has a turntable, it has to be able to turn).

GRILL cookware should be flameproof and may include metal (again, if your cooker has a turntable, make sure it can rotate easily).

COMBINATION cookware has to allow microwave energy to pass through it for maximum efficiency yet be able to withstand high temperatures. We like the versatility of ovenproof glass which enables you to switch from one cooking method to another using the same dish.

We have a very basic collection
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