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my hands trembled with ex-
citement as I wrestled the 
appliance out of its box. Al-
though it’s been 10 years 
since my slow cooker cook-
book, How to Make Love and 
Dinner at the Same Time, 
came out, I still get weak in 
the knees every time a new 
model hits the shelves. The 
Ninja Cooking System, an all-
in-one device featuring stove-
top, oven, steam oven and 
slow cooker settings, may be, 
to many, a dream machine. It, 
along with the brand’s scaled 
down s low-cooker -on ly 
model, allows users to sear 
food right in the unit before 
switching to the slow cooker 
mode, thereby allowing those 
prone to pre-browning in-
gredients to do so without 
messing up a frying pan. 

To be fair, in recent years, 
other slow cookers have been 
introduced with removable in-
serts that can be placed on the 
stove and then, after searing, 
returned to the unit. This fea-
ture is progressive, indeed, but 
devices with built-in stovetop 
settings are, to me, brilliant. 
better still, they’re only one of 
many recent innovations that 
have brought slow cookers 
into the mainstream.

A bit of perspective: It 
wasn’t that long ago, back 
in ’90s to be specific, when I 
was raising my family in the 
burbs, and was one of the few 
moms in my circle to use a 
slow cooker regularly. When-
ever I tried to sing the appli-
ance’s praises  — it’s set-it-and-
forget-it feature, say — many 
of my gal pals poo-pooed my 
claims. One neighbour went 
so far as to clucking, “Hon-
estly, rebecca, you don’t strike 
me as a slow cooker lady” — 
a backhanded compliment, 
to be sure. you see, although 
slow cookers have enjoyed a 
loyal following since the ori-
ginal brand, the Crock-Pot, 
was launched in the ’70s, the 
appliance has been wrongly 
perceived by many as a lowly 
cooking contraptions used by 
unimaginative cooks.

Set the timer ahead to to-
day, and this stigma no longer 
exists. even celebrity chefs 
have entered the fray, giving 
you options such as the Gord 
ramsay everyday digital Slow 
Cooker or a high-tech model 
endorsed by emeril Lagasse. 

How did this level of accept-
ance of come to be? For one, 
manufacturers have worked 
hard to come up with designs 
that suit almost any kitchen. 
beyond the standard black, 
white and stainless steel mod-
els, today there are polka-dot 
patterns for the whimsical, 

damask for the ornate. If you 
have a u.S. shipping address, 
amazon.com will deliver NFL-
logo-plastered slow cooker 
right to your man-cave’s door. 
And if you like to entertain, 
duo- and trio-style models fea-
ture multiple crocks nestled 
in a base so pretty it’s worthy 
of any buffet.

Then there’s the influx of 
slow cooker-related products 
that have made the easiest 
method of cooking even eas-
ier. disposable slow cooker 
liners (no mess!); slow cooker 
spice mixes (no measuring); 
and frozen slow cooker meals 
(no brainer!). Wandering 
through a metro recently, I no-
ticed freshly made slow cook-
er kits. Comprised of a fresh 
cut of meat, raw chopped veg-
gies and a packet of spices, the 
kits are available at 147 of its 
stores across Canada. bring 
one home and all you have to 
do is add water.

Of course, if you prefer to 
be more involved in the prep-
aration of your meal, ideas for 
what to make abound. entire 
magazines are devoted to slow 
cookers. If you Google “slow 
cooker recipes” expect to wade 
through a lot of results. And a 
simple amazon.ca search will 
conjure up hundreds of slow 
cooker cookbooks including 
those dedicated to specific cui-
sines such as mediterranean, 
mexican, and Indian, as well 
as specialty diet fare includ-
ing Kosher, paleo, vegetarian, 
vegan, diabetes, low cal, low 
carb and gluten-free.

Of all the new products 
entering the market, perhaps 
nothing signifies how main-
stream slow cookers have be-
come than the Lunch Crock 
Food Warmer by Crock-Pot. 
This $20 device looks like the 
original’s baby. unable to per-
form the bigger job of actually 
cooking raw food, instead it 
takes the tiny step of warm-
ing leftovers. Simply plug it in 
at your desk in the morning 
and last night’s supper will be 
heated by lunchtime.  

Clearly, the slow cookers’ 
dark days of being shoved 
in the back of a cupboard 
are over. Not only are they in 
kitchens across the continent, 
now their offspring are start-
ing to show up at work.
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AT L A N TA •  Hugh Acheson, the sar-
donic, self-described jackass judge 
on bravo Tv’s Top Chef, is known for  
wisecracks.

At his cornerstone Atlanta restau-
rant, empire State South, the Ottawa-
born restaurateur jokes about “tweez-
ering” his unibrow, about how to iden-
tify hockey players in the kitchen and 
about hip New york hotels that won’t 
spring for a sewing kit.

bravo calls him a “one-man zinger 
machine” for his colourful takedowns 
of contestants’ poorly executed dishes 
(“It feels like eating somebody’s grand-
mother,” he quipped last season about 
a cabbage course with an overpower-
ing “perfume.”)

but Acheson, who lives in Ath-
ens with his wife and daughters, gets 
downright scholarly when he talks 
about lifting the trans-fat-laden repu-
tation of Southern cuisine.

“A real Southern meal is not Ken-
tucky Fried Chicken and biscuits. 
That’s not a Southern meal,” he says.

“We have 300 years of culinary herit-
age to look at. It was agrarian. It’s got 
literature written about it that I can 
never finish reading.”

If that sounds like weird cultural ter-
rain for a Canadian from Centretown 
to cover, Acheson begs to differ.

Although he cheered for Ken  
dryden’s Habs and learned classic 
French techniques in kitchens near the 
Laurentians, Acheson spent a third of 
his life in the American South.

He first tasted Lowcountry barbe-
cue and fried okra as a child, after his 
parents divorced and relocated around 
Georgia and Clemson, S.C.

The James beard Award-winning 
chef has since become a bellwether of a 
healthful Southern movement, putting 
a lighter spin on Old South standbys.

It’s about stocking the pantry with 
local vegetables and heirloom seeds, he 
explains, and eschewing Paula deen’s 
stroke-tempting fare.

“The food that Paula does is not 
Southern cooking. To me, it’s the food 
of gluttony,” he says of the Food Net-
work maven’s tendency to deep fry 
everything from stuffing-on-a-stick to 
cheesecake.

“A lot of what of I’d learned in the Gati-
neau mountains, Hull, Ottawa and then 
montreal, was you need to know what 
the food is in your community,” he says.

“I just kind of opened up the back 
door here and found country hams 
and sorghum molasses, cane prod-
ucts, scuppernongs, all sorts of musca-
dine wild grapes. If you go back to the 
Southern meal I’m trying to espouse, 
it’s a celebration of vegetables sim-
ply done. It’s purloo, a tomato salad, 
stewed okra, steamed greens.”

Acheson put his ideologies into prac-
tice at his first resto, the Athens eatery 
Five&Ten. Two years after its 2000 open-
ing, he was named one of America’s “best 
new chefs” by Food & Wine magazine.

He opened his second Athens venture, 
a mediterranean-inspired resto called 
The National in 2007, and then expanded 
in 2010 to Atlanta with empire State 
South — touted among the best dining 
options the big Peach has to offer.

but he has his detractors, too.
Southern-fried purists decry menu 

items like empire State South’s Kimchi 
rice Grits, prepared from Carolina mid-
dlins (broken rice kernels) and folded 
with cream, crispy pork and pickled rad-
ish in a congee-like consistency.

That dish in particular — a nod to the 
city’s booming Korean population — be-
came a lightning rod for deen apolo-
gists last year, when Acheson wrote a 
CNN.com essay championing a South-
ern cuisine that can pay homage to the 
region’s history while looking forward.

“I got a ton of people commenting,” 
Acheson says. “Some of them were real-
ly nice; some of them were like, ‘What 
do you know? you’re not from here.’ ”

In a town where mama’s collared 
greens are always best and geography 
is defined crucially as either “inside” 
or “outside” the Atlanta Perimeter,  
Acheson’s foreign background (he’s 
now a dual citizen) gave reason enough 
to dismiss his grasp of his adopted 
home state’s flavours.

“Such a navel-gazing, almost bigoted 
response,” he says, noting that diverse 
palettes from the West Indies, the spice 
route, and europe all contributed. 

“The truth of Southern food is that 
what started as Southern food was 
actually brought here by slaves. They 
weren’t from here, either.”

Acheson’s 2011 James beard Award-
winning book, A New Turn in the 
South: Southern Flavors Reinvented 
for Your Kitchen, might as well be the 
title for his food manifesto.

As for opening a restaurant back 
home, he likes what he sees going on in 
Toronto and montreal’s dining scenes, 
but between promoting Top Chef, speak-
ing engagements and publishing two 
new books in 2014 (a small guide on 
pickles; the other containing some 200 
recipes for weekly vegetable-box sub-
scribers) there’s no time for that yet.

Acheson still has a growing empire to 
manage in Georgia. The Florence in Sa-
vannah and the mexican-inspired Cinco 
y diez in Athens both open next year.

A Canadian venture is fun to imagine, 
though. might it also be Southern?

“We try not to classify our restau-
rants too much,” he says. 

“I think food should really tell the story 
of where you’re from. It shouldn’t stop 
with where you’ve been in the last year.”

Weekend Post

B y  B R u c e  y a c c at o

Auditioning for a reality Tv 
cooking show seemed like a 
good idea at the time. but then, 
like a first marriage, so many 
things can. I have been online 
dating for a couple of years 
now and I’m a freelance writ-
er, so I’m no stranger to rejec-
tion, but I should have known 
how brutal the reality of real-
ity Tv would be.

I had been led to believe I 
could cook, and I decided the 
winning dish had to be more 
than some old cliché spaghetti-
and-meatball stuff. Hence, my 
Southwest mac and Cheese 
with black beans, queso fresco 
and a tomatillo-coriander- 
chipotle sauce.

I tried it on the girlfriend: 
“Amazing”. The neighbours: 
“best thing we’ve tasted.”

I hired a real cameraman 
to shoot a video. I sent it to 
the producers and they called 
me back the next day! “We’d 
like you to come to our in-
person audition this Saturday. 
I began hearing the theme 
music from Rocky.

The glamour began to fade 
during the whisking of the 
cheese sauce at 6:30 a.m. to 
make the 7:30 a.m. “call time.”  
I felt even less special when I 
arrived to find a long line of 
people with their little plates 
or big storage containers.   We 
gasped for air inside the tent 
set up in parking lot without a 

leaf of shade. by 10, I began to 
feel ill and woozy.  Finally I cap-
tured a chair, but offered it to a 
stunningly beautiful egyptian 
woman who was so nervous, 
she’d stood for three hours.

She showed me the choco-
late baklava she had made 
and laughed as I told her how 
great she and her stuff was. 
When she was called in, she 
smiled and waved to me. 

She came out an hour later 
in tears looking like her favour-
ite pet had died. She just shook 
her head and fled in tears. I 
thought, “What’s the big deal, 
it’s just a silly reality show. 
What is with some people?”

my turn. A young video cadet 
takes me out front where the 
chefs preside. She explains how 
to act, walk, where to stand and 
where to put my hands and 
especially to say “Thank you, 
Chef,” whatever the outcome.

I walk in as instructed; 
Chef looks down, looks at 
my festive crust of crumbled 
multi-coloured tortilla chips 
and says “The topping is go-
ing to be a problem. It will 
turn out soggy.” 

“It’s just a garnish, Chef, 
to impress you with the pres-
entation.” She finally at least 
had a taste and liked the sauce 
but no matter.  I was instantly 
doomed in front of hundreds 
of people on the CCTv.  Some-
how, I resist the overwhelm-
ing urge to dump the rest on 
her head and say, “Top that!”

I slunk out, dumping the 
whole thing, dishes and all, in 
the garbage. I wanted to burn 
my apron. How, I don’t know, 
having sworn to never set foot 
in a kitchen again. I resolved 
to buy Tv dinners and suck 
them frozen before I would go 
near an oven again.

So if you know people who 
suffer from excessive culinary 
self-esteem, I can recommend 
this as a foolproof cure. 
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A new category of food writer has evolved over the past decade: 
bloggers, including Internet sensation Stephanie O’Dea.

In 2008, this former-teacher-turned-stay-at-home-mom made a 
New Year’s resolution to use her slow cooker every day and write about 
it. Crockpot365.blogspot.com became among the most popular culin-
ary sites in America, drawing millions of hungry visitors. Last month, 
shortly after her latest book, 365 Slow Cooker Suppers, was released, I 
had the chance to chat with her on the phone.

Although she agrees that progressive products and the proliferation 
of tasty recipes have catapulted slow cookers into the mainstream, 
tightened pocketbooks and health concerns are also part of the mix.

 “When the economy fell apart, families had to cut back and they 
still continue to keep an eye on their budget today,” she explains. 
“Slow cookers are a convenient way to cook at home and save 
money. But also, a lot of 
families want to live a more 
healthy lifestyle, and some 
have special dietary needs. 
They want or need to know 
what they’re eating.”

What’s the new stereo-
type of slow cooker user? 

“Busy, modern, urban 
families who want to spend 
time together at the table 
and eat well.”

Rebecca Field Jager, 
Weekend Post
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Georgia, where he is redefining regional cuisine

mATT KWONG FOr NATIONAL POST

“A real Southern meal is not Kentucky Fried Chicken and biscuits,” says  
James Beard Award-winning Hugh Acheson, a.k.a., the anti-Paula Deen.  

The least-sexy appliance on your 
kitchen counter has spawned  
a new generation of gadgetry
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I somehow resist 
the overwhelming 

urge to dump it 
on her head
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suGAr COOkIe  
And CHArITAble 
dOnATIOn eVer

Every November, the global movember movement prompts millions of men to grow mous-
taches for charity. Shelf Life spotted these timely biscuits on foodiepages.com; they’re the 
creations of the ladies who run Sugar, vancouver’s custom cookie palace. each box contains 
12 sugar cookie pops, and 15% of the proceeds go to movember. Shelf Life loved every aspect 
of these treats, from the pretty presentation to the design of the ’staches (the shape invites 
nibbles and the firmly embedded sticks hold it together). dense and not too sweet, there’s 
dough enough for two cookie lovers per moustache. did we mention their photo-friendli-
ness? everyone looks good wearing a sweet Selleck — especially you. ∂∂∂∂∂ 12 cookies 
for $39.95 at sugarvancouver.com A. Brouwer &  A. Wilson, Weekend Post


