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INTRODUCTION


Sous Vide Overview


Sous vide can be intimidating when you approach it for the first time, but once you understand a few key concepts you realize how easy it is to use. Whether you are looking to make convenient everyday meals that taste great, or you want to up your gourmet game and seriously impress your friends and family, sous vide is an amazing tool to have in your cooking toolbox.


Just Getting Started?


Trying to decide how much information to include about sous vide is always a tough decision for me. I don’t want to leave new people out in the cold and confused about how sous vide works, but I also don’t want to fill up space that experienced sous viders will skip over.


As a compromise, this book offers a brief overview of how sous vide works and then provides links to my free online articles that examine these topics in greater detail. That way the novice sous vide cook can get up to speed while the experts can jump right to the recipes. So keep an eye out for the Notes blocks that will have links to more information.


And if you are really unsure about how sous vide works, I recommend my free email course, which will walk you through the entire process from start to finish at AFMEasy.com/SExplore.


Sous Vide Steps


When sous viding food, you almost always follow the same process.


The first step is to trim and season your food, just as you normally do in traditional cooking. Many of the same seasonings can be used, including spice rubs and most herbs. I usually salt my food before sous viding it, though many people omit that step for longer cooking times. The only big difference is that aromatics, like raw garlic and onion, are usually not used because they will not break down with the lower temperatures used in sous vide.


The second step is to determine the time and temperature at which you want to cook your food. If you are following a recipe, this information should be provided. If you are cooking something without a recipe, you can use the charts starting on page 151 to figure it out for other foods.


The third step is to enclose your food to protect it during the sous vide process. This is usually done by sealing it in plastic sous vide bags, but some recipes use canning jars or other vessels. Most of the sealing is done using a vacuum sealer or Ziploc Brand® freezer bags.


Fourth, you place the bags in a water bath that is held to the specific temperature you decided on and let them cook for a set amount of time.


Finally, once the food is cooked, you remove it from the water bath and the bag, and normally finish it off by searing. Once you’ve gone through the process a handful of times, it’ll become second nature to you! The food coming out of the sous vide water bath can be very hot, especially for food cooked to a high temperature. Always handle hot foods carefully. It is usually best to handle the bags and food like you would any type of heated food, by using tongs, spatulas, and even oven mitts when needed.


Sous Vide Safety


Before moving into other areas of the sous vide process, I want to talk about sous vide safety. The main areas we will look at are the Danger Zone, Temperature versus Time, and Plastic Safety.


Keep in mind that sous vide is no more or less safe than other methods of cooking. There’s a lot of talk about the danger of cooking food sous vide, but it’s just as easy to make yourself sick by undercooking a chicken in the oven or undercooking grilled pork. So don’t be intimidated: Once you know a few rules of thumb, you’ll be all set. And what you learn for sous vide can also be applied to make all your cooking safer.


DANGER ZONE


If there is one takeaway about food safety, it is understanding the danger zone.


The bacteria we are trying to remove during cooking thrive from around 40°F (4.4°C) to 126°F (52.2°C). They stop growing, but don’t start dying quickly, until around 130°F (54.4°C). That range between 40°F (4.4°C) and 126°F (52.2°C) is known as the “danger zone” (cue Top Gun music) and it’s often referred to in food safety circles.


The longer food is held in the danger zone, the more likely you are to get sick from it. Most government agencies suggest that anything less than 4 hours is safe. Longer than that, it depends on what your tolerance for risk is, and whether or not you are serving it to people with immunodeficiencies.


TEMPERATURE VERSUS TIME


When people start with sous vide, they are often confused as to why it is suddenly okay to cook chicken or pork to an internal temperature of 140°F (60°C), when traditionally it has to be cooked to a much higher temperature.


We have always been taught that temperature is what makes food safe, but that’s only half the equation. What makes food safe is actually a combination of the temperature it is heated to and the length of time it is held at that temperature. That time and temperature combine to pasteurize the food, making it safe to eat.


A piece of chicken heated to 140°F (60°C) and held there for 30 minutes is actually just as safe as one heated to 165°F (73.9°C) for 1 second. The reason the government suggests such a high temperature is that the pathogens are killed instantly at that temperature, but the same levels of pasteurization occur at much lower temperatures over longer periods. Using sous vide allows you to take advantage of this, since food cooked to lower temperatures results ends up being much moister.


PLASTIC SAFETY


A main concern of sous vide safety is cooking in plastic and whether or not this is a dangerous practice. Most scientists and chefs believe that cooking in food-safe, BPA-free plastic at these low temperatures does not pose any risk. The temperature is about equivalent to leaving a bottle of water in your car, or in a semi-truck during transport, in the summer. This includes Ziploc freezer bags, sous vide bags, and most food-safe plastics.


However, I find it hard to believe that we know everything about how plastic reacts to heat, water, our bodies, and the environment. As such, I encourage you to read up on the safety of plastic in sous vide and plastic in general and come to your own conclusions about the safety of using these techniques. I hope this will at least give you some varied perspectives on it so you can make an informed opinion of your own.


Note: For more information about sous vide safety, including deep dives into all the topics above, go to AFMEasy.com/SSafe.


Sous Vide Times


The two components that determine how your food will turn out are time and temperature. My recipes give you the time and temperature I recommend, but learning about why I suggest them allows you to tweak the recipes to your own tastes. The length of time you cook your food will accomplish three different things.


HEAT THE FOOD


At the most basic level, cooking is about heating up food. Applying heat to food long enough to heat it through usually results in more tender, flavorful, and better-tasting food. This is usually how we cook steaks and tender vegetables.


With most traditional cooking methods, there is a fine line between heating the food properly and overcooking it. In other words, you need to pull your steak off the grill right when it is done; otherwise, it gets burned. With sous vide, you have complete control over the food, and the timing is much less critical because you are cooking at the temperature you want your food to end up. When you are heating the food through with sous vide, the timing almost always depends just on the thickness of the food.


MAKE THE FOOD SAFE THROUGH PASTEURIZATION


Once the food is heated, we often leave it on the heat to ensure that it is pasteurized and safe to eat. This is how we traditionally cook chicken, pork, and hamburgers.


Pasteurized food has had the amount of dangerous bacteria and parasites in it reduced to acceptable levels (the US government suggests killing all but 1 in a million, or 1 in 10 million, depending on the pathogen). Pasteurized food is then generally safe to eat, provided it is eaten within a few hours so the remaining bacteria do not have time to regrow. Pasteurization is achieved by holding food at a specific temperature for a certain length of time, with higher temperatures resulting in faster pasteurization.


Many people wonder which foods need to be pasteurized. Some foods, like chicken, almost always must be pasteurized. All foods can be pasteurized, though, and numerous people always pasteurize for added safety. It is also safest to pasteurize all food when cooking for immunocompromised individuals, like the elderly, those with chronic illnesses, and pregnant women.


I note in recipes when I recommend that food should be pasteurized and not just heated through.


TENDERIZE THE FOOD


The final step for some foods, after they are heated through and pasteurized, is to cook them long enough so they become tender. This is critical for many tough cuts of meat, especially those that would traditionally be braised or smoked for long periods.


As food gets hot, the muscle, collagen, and protein undergo transformations that cause the food to get more and more tender. The higher the temperature the food is cooked at, the faster this tenderization occurs. Many sous vide temperatures are very low when compared to traditional cooking methods, which means it takes a longer time, but the lower temperatures result in a much moister end dish. Once temperatures in most meats go above 140°F (60°C) the meat begins to dry out and become blander. Using sous vide, you can hold the meat below 140°F (60°C) for a long enough time for the tenderizing process to run its course.


Note: For more information about sous vide times, read the tables at the back of this book or go to AFMEasy.com/STime.


Sous Vide Temperatures


The most important thing to know when trying to consistently create amazing food with sous vide is understanding how time and temperature interact to cook your food. In the previous section, we talked about how sous vide times work and now we will look at sous vide temperatures.


As opposed to most traditional cooking methods, sous vided food is cooked at the temperature you want the final food to end up at. This is usually between 120°F (48.9°C) and 185°F (85°C), depending on the food being prepared.


As meat is heated, its components change. These changes result in structural transformations that affect the texture, juiciness, and mouth feel of the meat. The higher the temperature applied to the meat, the faster these changes occur.


As proteins are heated, they begin to contract. This contraction squeezes moisture out of the meat, which is one reason well-done steaks are so dry. On the flip side, when collagen is heated, it breaks down, releasing gelatin and resulting in tender meat, which is one reason pot roasts and braises are fall-apart tender. Choosing the right temperature for what you are trying to accomplish is critical to successful cooking.


As meat is heated above 120°F (48.9°C) it starts to get tenderized. The meat also starts to become firmer, but with minimal moisture loss. Above 140°F (60°C) the meat really starts to lose moisture as it contracts, resulting in much firmer, drier meat.


Above 156°F (68.9°C) more moisture is removed from the meat as it clumps together. However, collagen also begins breaking down quickly, adding a lubricating gelatin and creating a “fall-apart” texture.


This breakdown of collagen is why many traditionally cooked tough cuts of meat are braised or roasted for a long period, ensuring that the meat becomes fully tenderized. However, because of the high temperatures, those cuts of meat can easily become dried out.


Using sous vide allows you to hold the meat below the 140°F (60°C) barrier long enough for the slower tenderization process to be effective. This results in very tender meat that is still moist and not overcooked, with a steaklike texture. Sous vide also allows you replicate braise-like texture by cooking tough cuts in the 156°F (68.9°C) to 176°F (80°C) range, which is still much lower than traditional braising temperatures and results in moister meat.


Note: For more information about sous vide temperatures, including a detailed look at how it affects food, go to AFMEasy.com/STemp or check out the charts at the back of this book.


Sous Vide Equipment


To effectively sous vide, there are three main pieces of equipment you need. Each piece of equipment comes in a variety of types and at a range of price points. Here’s a brief overview so you can determine what is best for you.


SEALING THE FOOD


The first type of equipment is something to seal the food with. The three main options here are Ziploc Brand freezer bags, a vacuum-edge sealer like a FoodSaver, or a chamber vacuum sealer like a VacMaster.


Note: Ziploc brand freezer bags are inexpensive and work relatively well, especially for cooking times of less than 12 hours. I used them for several years with very few issues. Be sure to use Ziploc brand freezer bags, or another bag rated for use in high temperatures, as many generic bags are not.


Edge sealers cost about $100 and are a great option for people looking to move to a more robust solution than Ziploc bags. Chamber vacuum sealers are the most powerful of the sealers and cost several hundred dollars, but they are worth considering if you regularly seal food for storage anyway.


Note: For more information about sealing food for sous vide, go to AFMEasy.com/SSeal for an in-depth look at sealers as well as reviews of and recommendations for specific machines.


HEATING THE WATER


The second type of equipment is something to heat the water. There are a few main options, but the most popular is a sous vide circulator. These wand-like machines go in a pot of water and heat it to a specific temperature, then maintain that temperature indefinitely. They make sous vide a truly hands-off process, and many can be found for around $100.


For those just getting started, you can also try out sous vide on a stove or even in a beer cooler. These methods are slightly less reliable, and are only practical for shorter cooking times, but they are effective ways to experiment with sous vide without spending any money upfront.


Note: Go to AFMEasy.com/SCirc for an in-depth look at heating options, as well as reviews of and recommendations for specific machines.


SEARING THE FOOD


Searing after sous vide is a critical step for most types of food, especially meat and fish. It adds a level of flavor and complexity that you won’t get from sous vide alone. It also makes the food look much more appealing.


There are many ways to sear your food, but the easiest is to pan-fry it. It’s the cheapest method since you probably already have a pan and a stove and it’s great for people just getting started. Many experienced sous viders rave about using cast-iron pans as their go-to searing tool.


I often use a Bernzomatic™ torch to sear my food. It results in less overcooking and requires minimal cleanup, compared to pan searing. Many people use the Searzall™ attachment for this torch as well.


When I’m looking for more flavor, I’ll turn to my grill to sear the food. You just crank it up as hot as possible before putting the food on. You can also reheat food in a smoker to add additional levels of flavor, a process I suggest for the Smoked BBQ Brisket with Grilled Summer Squash and Onions (page 32) and the Smoked Baby Back Ribs (page 56).


For nonuniform foods with lots of nooks and crannies, such as roasts or chicken legs, a broiler can be reasonably effective.


PROPER PAN SEARING TECHNIQUE


Searing is critical for adding flavor and texture to sous vided foods. Make sure you sear your food as quickly as possible to minimize further cooking. Most sears should only take 1 to 2 minutes per side.


The key to a successful sear is to completely dry off your food with paper towels or a clean kitchen cloth before adding it to the pan. Then heat some oil in a pan until it just barely starts to smoke. It’s best to use an oil with a high smoke point—like avocado, ghee, extra-light olive oil, or peanut oil—both to get a higher temperature and to help keep your house from becoming filled with smoke. Once the oil is heated and almost smoking, place the food in the pan. After 1 to 2 minutes, flip the food, give it another minute or two, then pull it off the heat. The shorter the time in the pan the better. For foods such as thin steaks or fish fillets I will only sear one side to minimize the overcooking.


If you really want a deep sear, you can also let the food cool down, or place it in an ice bath, before searing it. This will allow you to sear it for longer without overcooking it.
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Recipe Notes


I strive to make each individual recipe as clear as possible, but there are some things that apply to all the recipes. Make sure to read through this section before you start cooking so there will be no confusion!


Read the Whole Recipe First


Some recipes require curing the food, cooking for 2 days, or other steps that take time. Please read through the entire recipe before starting on it so you know you have the time to make the dish, and you have all the ingredients on hand.


Timing Directions


Many recipes say, “Cook for X hours, at least until heated through” or “Cook for X hours, at least until pasteurized.” This refers to the tables starting on page 151, which give you the time needed for the specific piece of meat you are cooking. I do try to give a common range, which you can follow if you don’t want to refer to the tables.


Timing Range


Most recipes, and the charts at the back of the book, include a range of time for when the food is done. For most cuts of meat, it is important to remember that it will be “perfectly” cooked anywhere in that range. It is similar to ordering a steak medium-rare: We don’t usually concern ourselves if it is cooked to 131°F (55°C) or 133°F (56.1°C); it will still be great at either temperature, as will a sirloin steak that is sous vided 3 hours or 6 hours.


Note: This is such a counterintuitive point that I have written much longer about it at AFMEasy.com/SRange if you want to gain a deeper understanding.


Salting


For most foods that are cooked, I assume that you are salting and tasting the food as you go. Tasting your food as you cook it is critical, so I recommend that you do it often during the cooking process for proteins as well as for the sides.


Obscure Ingredients


I try to make my recipes as nuanced as possible, but you can usually substitute the following ingredients with very little effect on the final dish:




Vinegars


Chili powders


Finishing salts


Olive oil for oil of your choice


Paprika can be sweet or smoked





Keep in mind that if your local grocery store doesn’t stock certain ingredients, you can almost always find them online.


Common Ingredients


There are many ingredients that I assume you have on hand and don’t call out specifically in the ingredients list for every recipe. These include:




Olive oil


A searing oil, such as avocado, canola, or grapeseed oil


Salt and pepper


Water





Sealing Foods


All timing assumes that the food is sealed in a single layer in the sous vide bag. If you need to use multiple bags to accomplish this, it is completely fine to use as many bags as you need. This is true both for meat and for fruits and vegetables.


Mixing Up Components


I put together these recipes with specific pairing in mind, but most of the proteins, sides, and sauces can all be used with each other. If the Scallops with Mango Salsa (page 104) sounds tasty but you prefer steak, go for it!


I also hope you will tweak the recipes to meet your needs and tastes, or to the ingredients you have on hand.


Keeping Food Warm


The best way to keep food hot is to serve it on a heated plate. This isn’t critical to the success of the dishes here, but it is a helpful tip. I usually turn the oven on low, around 200°F (93.3°C) and let it heat, then turn it off and put the plates in to make sure they don’t get too hot. And be sure you use oven-safe plates!


Use a Thicker Cut


Getting a good sear on a thin piece of meat without overcooking it can be very hard. I recommend using a thicker piece, searing it, and then cutting it into serving portions. For instance, instead of using four small sirloin steaks, use one thick one that you can then cut up after searing. It will allow you to get a much better sear without overcooking the meat.


Spice Rub Amounts


To make it easy to measure, I often overestimate the amount of spice rubs that are made (it’s hard to measure 1/16 [0.25ml] of a teaspoon!). So, don’t feel like you have to use it all; usually a light coating is best.


Adjusting Recipe Size


Most of the recipes in this book are portioned for four people. You can easily increase or decrease the amount of food you are cooking with very little effort. In contrast to most traditional methods, with sous vide the cooking time and temperature don’t change as the amount of food increases, as long as the thickness stays the same. So you can make 10 chicken breasts in just as much time as 2, as long as you have room in your water bath and seal them in a single layer.


Common Temperature Ranges


The recipes here specify the recommended temperatures, and have been tested for optimum results, but you should feel free to use whatever temperature suits your tastes. Here are some of the more common ranges I use when determining what temperature to sous vide food at:






	FOOD

	INTERNAL TEMPERATURE






	Rare beef, lamb, and red meat

	120°F–129°F (48.9°C–53.8°C)






	Medium-rare beef, lamb, and red meat

	130°F–139°F (54.4°C–59.4°C)






	Medium beef, lamb, and red meat

	140°F–145°F (60°C–62.8°C)






	Traditional “braised” beef, lamb, and red meat

	156°F–176°F (68.9°C–80°C)






	Moist, tender pork

	135°F–144°F (57.2°C–62.2°C)






	Traditional tender pork

	145°F–155°F (62.8°C–68.3°C)






	Traditional “braised” pork

	156°F–176°F (68.9°C–80°C)






	Extra-rare chicken and poultry white meat

	136°F–139°F (57.8°C–59.4°C)






	Traditional chicken and poultry white meat

	140°F–150°F (60°C–65.6°C)






	Traditional chicken and poultry dark meat

	140°F–150°F (60°C–65.6°C)






	Shreddable chicken and poultry dark meat

	156°F-176°F (68.9°C–80°C)






	Mi-cuit fish

	104°F (40°C)






	Firm Sashimi

	110°F (43.3°C)






	Traditional fish

	122°F–131°F (50°C–55°C)






	Flaky fish

	132°F–140°F (55.5°C–60°C)






	Fruits and vegetables

	180°F–190°F (82.2°C–87.8°C)







Picking a temperature is as easy as figuring out what kind of meat you want and selecting any number in that range. Once you have tried out a few different temperatures, you can get a feel for what you prefer. For instance, I cook all my beef steaks at 131°F (55°C), but if you prefer a medium steak, increase the temperature to 140°F (60°C).



















CHAPTER 1


Beef and Lamb


Beef and Lamb Sous Vide


Rib Eye with Chipotle Butter


Filet Mignon with Cognac Cream Sauce


Sirloin Steak Tacos with Corn and Avocado Salsa


Strip Steak with Roasted Brussels Sprouts


Porterhouse Steak with Fingerling Potatoes and Pickled Ramps


Prime Rib with Horseradish Mashed Potatoes


Flat Iron Steak with Honey-Sriracha Cauliflower


Hanger Steak Fajitas


Flank Steak with Green Apple Slaw


Top Round with Yam Neua Sauce


Pot Roast with Garlic Mashed Potatoes


Chuck Roast with Herbed Butter and Sautéed Onions


Bacon-Cheddar Cheeseburgers


Braised Short Ribs with a Red Wine Reduction and Mashed Sweet Potatoes


Teriyaki-Glazed Short Ribs with Cauliflower Puree


Smoked BBQ Brisket with Grilled Summer Squash and Onions


Lamb Chops with Charmoula


Rack of Lamb with Cherry Chutney Glaze


Lamb Shoulder with Grilled Vegetables


Rosemary Leg of Lamb with Roasted Root Vegetables
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BEEF AND LAMB SOUS VIDE


Beef is the first thing many people turn to when they get their sous vide machines. It is amazing how easy it is to make an incredibly tasty sous vide steak. There are two main ways to prepare beef and red meat—steaklike and braise-like.


STEAKLIKE TEXTURE


Steaklike texture is what you think of as the texture of a rib eye, sirloin, or other piece of steak. With traditional cooking, you can only have steaklike texture from tender cuts, but with sous vide you can make any piece of meat steaklike, including chuck roasts and short ribs.


The temperature used for steaklike texture depends on how you like your steak cooked. The main ranges are:




Rare: 120°F–129°F (48.9°C–53.8°C)


Medium Rare: 130°F–139°F (54.4°C–59.4°C)


Medium: 140°F–145°F (60°C–62.8°C)


Well Done: Above 145°F (62.8°C)





The only exception is that you can’t cook tougher cuts for more than a few hours at a temperature below 128°F (53.3°C) because you are still in or near the danger zone.


BRAISELIKE TEXTURE


Braiselike texture characterizes pot roasts, shredded beef, and other “fall off the bone” meats. Many tough cuts, especially those with a lot of fat or connective tissue, can be made braiselike. Almost all braiselike sous viding is done above 150°F (65.6°C), and the three temperatures I recommend starting with are:
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