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Introduction



Sous vide machines are among the most striking innovations to make their way from the chefs’ kitchens into our homes. As a result, the domestic cooking experience could well be completely transformed.


Fundamental to the success of the sous vide method, which cooks food in vacuum-sealed pouches in a hot water bath, is its ability to control cooking temperatures. Fillet steaks, salmon, chicken breast, venison, in fact meat and fish of all kinds, and fruit and vegetables too, all need to be cooked at an optimum temperature – not too high, not too low – in order to produce outstanding results. Sous vide is simply better than any other cooking process at achieving this. It does it every time with consistency and precision. The food that emerges from the water bath in the sealed pouches will be tender, succulent and full of flavour.


Another distinctive feature of sous vide cooking is the way it can be adapted to modern busy lifestyles. Cooking in the sous vide machine can often take longer than conventional methods. This is especially true of meat and vegetables, which can take several hours or even days. On the plus side is the fact that the sous vide machine, once started, can be left unattended throughout the cooking time.


The sous vide cooking process naturally breaks down into three stages. Stage 1 is the preparation of the food to go into the pouches, which are then vacuum-sealed. In stage 2, the machine is set to the required temperature for the recipe. When at temperature, the sealed pouches are lowered into the water bath and the timer set for the cooking time. Stage 3 sees the finishing of the dish. Sauces and accompaniments can be prepared at this stage, and meat or fish can be seared.


The three stages don’t need to be performed in quick succession. They can be separated by hours or even a few days. Both before and after the water-bath stage, the sealed pouches can be ice-chilled and then placed in the fridge or freezer until needed. Guidance on how to do this safely, so as to preserve the quality of the food, can be found later in the book (see page 7). This all enables busy people – as most of us are these days – to plan ahead, and means you never need to spend too long in the kitchen.


Sous vide cooking can also be great fun. You learn to think about food in very different ways, and the techniques involved are easy to acquire and really rather ingenious. Plus you can always do a bit of experimenting and you can get great results.


What Is Cooking Sous Vide?


The essence of sous vide is the application of science and technology to food. The technology, which has been available to chefs for some time, has now led to the manufacture of sous vide machines for the home cook in tandem with vacuum-sealing machines for the bags to be used as food pouches in the water bath.


Science relates to the way the food in the vacuum-sealed pouch cooks evenly and retains all its juices during the cooking process. Science also determines how immersion of the filled pouches in a controlled water bath allows heat to reach the food more efficiently than is the case with the air that surrounds food on the hob or in an oven. Cooking at lower temperatures becomes possible with sous vide, and as this is beneficial, the flavour of food is frequently enhanced.


Equipment


To cook sous vide recipes at home, you’ll need, a domestic sous vide (water bath) machine, food-grade plastic bags suitable for cooking in a sous vide machine, and a vacuum-sealing machine.


The sous vide machine looks rather like a free-standing metal box with a control panel display on the outside and a separate power lead. The other removable parts are a lid, a grill and a rack. The insulated lid doubles up as a tray when turned over. When you lift the cooked food pouches out of the water bath, you can put them on the tray to catch any drips.


The grill sits in the base of the water bath and allows the hot water to move under the food pouches.


The rack can be used to hold individual food pouches vertically in the water bath to give even cooking. The food must be kept below the surface of the water during cooking, so the rack can also be used horizontally to keep floating pouches submerged in the water.


Food-grade plastic bags of varying sizes must be of the right type, specifically made for cooking in the sous vide machine.


Before cooking, the filled food pouches need to be sealed, so use a vacuum-sealing machine to suck the air out of the pouch and heat-seal the open end to give an airtight pouch.


Other useful, but not essential, pieces of equipment are a fridge thermometer to check the temperature of the appliance is correct, and a culinary blow torch to sear cooked meat, fish or desserts.


Care and Cleaning


•   Read the Important Safety Advice section below.


•   Always unplug the machine before emptying and cleaning.


•   Wait until the water has cooled before removing the racks and pouring the water away.


•   To clean, simply wipe the inside and outside of the machine with a soft, dry cloth.


•   If a food pouch has leaked or burst, then clean the inside of the cold, empty machine with soapy water, rinse and dry.


•   Do not clean the machine in a dishwasher or immerse in water.


Important Safety Advice


Much of this advice should be common sense when using any kitchen appliance but it’s always useful to remind ourselves of kitchen safety rules.


•   Machines vary, so read the manufacturer’s instruction manual.


•   The sous vide machine must be positioned on a stable, heatproof surface and not near the edge of a work surface.


•   Keep the surrounding areas clear and free from clutter.


•   Ensure there is adequate space around the machine for air to circulate.


•   Only use the machine indoors.


•   Make sure the power cord doesn’t run underneath the machine, doesn’t touch hot surfaces and doesn’t get wet.


•   Take care as, when in use, the surfaces of the machine, as well as the water, will become very hot.


•   Do not move the machine while in use as it will be hot.


•   Use oven gloves and tongs when removing the pouches from the hot water bath.


•   Make sure the water is above the FILL level mark but below the MAX level mark.


•   Wait until the water has cooled before emptying it out.


•   Do not put the machine away until it is cold.


•   Keep children and pets away from the machine when in use.


•   If any faults occur with your sous vide machine, always contact the manufacturer.



The Basics



This section gives you step-by-step information on using your sous vide machine. Since appliances vary, do read this in conjunction with your manufacturer’s information.


Preparing Food to Cook Sous Vide


Follow these general guidelines and prepare the food as indicated in the recipes.


Beef, lamb and pork can be cooked successfully in a variety of ways, either on or off the bone. Wrap any sharp bones in parchment paper.


Poultry and game are best cooked as portions, as air inside the body cavity of whole birds may cause the food pouch to float, resulting in uneven cooking. Wrap any sharp bones in parchment paper. The skin doesn’t sear or brown as it would in an oven so I remove the skin before cooking.


Fish and shellfish cooked at low temperatures hold on to all their flavour. They have a lovely texture and won’t overcook, provided you don’t exceed the recommended cooking time. Once you’ve tried this, you won’t want to cook fish any other way.


Fresh green vegetables can lose a little colour when cooked in a water bath. However, it’s very easy to keep them a brighter green by blanching them before use. Drop the vegetables into boiling water for 10 seconds, then immediately drain and put them into a bowl of ice-cold water until cold, then drain.


Root vegetables, such as carrots and beetroots, and other vegetables, such as peppers, hold their vivid colours and cook through evenly without the outside becoming overcooked. They are cooked at a higher temperature than meat.


Other vegetables, such as swedes, turnips and aubergines, can be rather bitter or pungent in taste when cooked sous vide, so I tend not to use them.


Fruits also retain their lovely flavours and colour. Fruits that would usually start to brown when cooked – such as apples and pears – have a much better colour when cooked sous vide.


Eggs must be cooked until pasteurised. Whole eggs are cooked without vacuum-sealing.


Spices need to be used sparingly as the cooking process intensifies the flavours, although they can still be added to the pouch before cooking. Use fresh herbs or powdered rubs or flavourings, such as herbed butters and flavoured oils. Don’t salt meat until after cooking.


Alcohol – wine or spirits – needs to be used with care. First heat the wine or spirits in a pan on the hob to drive off the alcohol before adding it to the food pouch. This will preserve the flavour of the wine or spirits, otherwise they can give a metallic taste to food cooked sous vide.


Filling and Sealing the Food Pouches


As well as the type of food to be cooked, the cooking time provided also relates to the thickness of the food in the pouch. The food will also cook more efficiently if the pouches are not too full, so don’t overfill the bags and aim to have the food in an even, single layer, if possible. The recipes here use between one and four bags.


If some of the food items you are going to vacuum-pack are liquid, then I often find it easier to freeze liquids – such as stock, tomatoes or juices – before adding them to the pouches so that they are easier to handle.


To fill a bag, first turn back the opening to keep it clean – any bits of food sticking to the surface will prevent the bag from sealing securely, resulting in leakage. Put soft foods in the bag with heavier items on top, then pour in any liquids that will drop to the bottom. If there are flavourings – such as lemon zest, herbs or spices – shake the bag gently to mix the ingredients together. Turn back the clean edge so the food pouch is ready for sealing.


Use the vacuum-sealer to suck the air out of the filled food pouch and heat-seal the open end to ensure it is airtight. If there are soft ingredients or liquids in the pouch, they may start to be drawn up to the end of the pouch and into the machine, so make sure you stop the vacuum process quickly. Just press out as much air as possible with your hand and seal the pouch. Slightly massage the pouch when sealed to spread the ingredients to a single layer.


Using the Sous Vide Machine


Always fill the machine with water before switching on. Initially pour enough water into the machine to cover the bottom rack and to reach the FILL level mark.


Put on the lid, turn on the machine and the water-temperature indicator will illuminate and show the current water temperature – the digital indicator can be altered to show either Celsius or Fahrenheit readings. It is then easy to set the water temperature required for the recipe. The default cooking temperature setting for the machine I use is 60°C/140°F, and your machine will use this or a similar temperature. This is the setting I’ve used in many of the recipes. To set a different temperature for a recipe, use the increase and decrease arrows.


Once you have selected your temperature, press the start button and a red light shows that the water is heating. When it has reached the required temperature, the light turns green and the food pouches can then be placed in the machine.


Use the pouch rack to hold individual food pouches vertically in the water bath – this keeps them sufficiently spaced to give even cooking. Don’t put very large food pouches horizontally in the water bath so that they cover the entire base and touch the sides, as this will stop the movement of water. When the pouches are added, the water level will rise. The food in the pouches must be below the surface of the water during cooking. If necessary, use a rack horizontally to keep any floating pouches fully submerged. If the water goes above the MAX level mark once the pouches are in position, carefully remove the excess hot water using a jug.


Close the machine again, and wait for the water bath to return to the correct temperature. Now set the cooking timer to the required time and leave until the process is complete.


Recipe Timing


The length of the cooking time depends on the thickness of the food rather than the weight. For example, if you double the thickness of a steak it could take up to four times as long to cook. This is because of the time it takes for the centre of the meat to be cooked, and why it is important to pack the pouches carefully, as explained above.


Foods can be cooked at their desired serving temperature and kept for quite long periods of time in the sous vide machine without any loss of flavour, or they can be cooked at a higher temperature for a shorter period of time.


Times will vary considerably. Tough cuts of meat need longer cooking times, often 6–8 hours to tenderize the meat. Tough, fatty cuts of meat, such as leg of lamb or spare ribs, can cook for up to three days. The result is delicious, tender meat that will fall apart when you serve it. Tender meats such as lamb chop, rack of lamb and sirloin steaks are cooked to serving temperature for up to 4 hours.


The times for cooking in the water bath in each recipe give a maximum and a minimum. Cook for the minimum time and the food will be cooked through to the serving temperature. It can then be served straight away, or it can be held in the water bath at that temperature up to the maximum time given. The food can be served and eaten at any time between the minimum and maximum timings and the food will not alter. Just practise the timings with your favourite ingredients.


Do not cook the pouches below the temperature indicated in the recipes or for less than the minimum length of time given in each recipe.



After Cooking in the Sous Vide Machine


You won’t get a crisp, crunchy or crusty finish to food by cooking sous vide. Instead it will look as though it has been steamed or poached, which is fine for white meats, fish and shellfish as they only need the addition of a sauce to complete the dish. If you prefer, searing meat or fish very quickly on all sides in a hot, oiled frying pan, or brushing with oil and putting under a hot grill, will give that familiar browned finish. Or use a culinary blow torch, although this brings another set of safety issues into play. Searing has to be done quickly as the food will continue cooking.


Using the Fridge and Freezer


Having cooked the food, however, you may want to store the pouches in the fridge or freezer. They are convenient to store, and if you have chilled or frozen food pouches of vegetables, meat or fish readily available in your fridge or freezer, you have a really convenient way of creating a complete meal at a moment’s notice. You can therefore ice-chill and refrigerate or freeze the prepared pouches between stages.


Remember that if you are not going to cook them immediately, it’s important not to leave raw or cooked vacuum-sealed food pouches lying around on the kitchen surfaces. Chill them thoroughly as soon as possible by submerging the pouches in a bowl of iced water, made with equal quantities of ice and water. As the ice melts, keep topping up with more ice and turning the pouches occasionally until the food is completely cold. Then the pouches can be dried and put in the fridge or freezer. The recipes indicate the storage times that will give you optimum flavour and texture.


To reheat a chilled or frozen food pouch, put it into the water bath at the same temperature it was cooked at for about 45 minutes until heated through.


About the Recipes


I‘ve cooked these recipes using a small sous vide machine of the type that has been designed for domestic use in your own kitchen.


•   In the recipes I refer to a ‘water bath’ – this is a domestic sous vide machine.


•   All the preparation and cooking processes for each recipe are straightforward and easy to follow.


•   For convenience, the recipe ingredients are listed in the order in which they are used. Though they are given in imperial as well as metric, you will find the metric measurements easier.


•   All spoon measures are level unless otherwise stated.


•   The recipes are often adaptable, and you can easily substitute interchangeable ingredients, such as nectarines for peaches or fennel leaves for sprigs of dill.


•   For these recipes I have used a mixture of fresh seasonal produce, store-cupboard ingredients, canned foods, as well as some frozen items. I also keep a wide selection of small jars of pastes, rubs, dried herbs and spices. They are a quick and easy way to add instant flavour to the meat, fish, vegetables or fruits in the food pouches. I grow herbs in pots so I have a fresh supply almost all the year round.


•   You have bought the equipment and will be spending time making these recipes, so do use good-quality ingredients to get the best results.


•   If you are preparing food for someone who has a food allergy, be sure to study the list of ingredients carefully.


•   Most of the recipes make two to four servings, depending on whether they are eaten as a snack, a starter or a main course.


•   Throughout the book, there are plenty of serving suggestions and hints and tips to go with the recipes.


•   Keep a good supply of ice cubes in your freezer for rapidly chilling the food pouches.


Adapting Your Favourite Recipes for the Sous Vide Machine


You probably have several favourite recipes that you’d usually cook on the hob, in the oven or in a slow cooker. Many of these may be suitable to adapt to cooking with a sous vide machine – you just need to experiment a little. Look at your favourite recipe and break it down into sections. For example, decide which parts can be cooked sous vide. The main protein part (meat or fish) with a spice rub or fresh herbs can go in the sous vide machine. Is there a sauce to pour over the vegetables? This can be made as the food pouches are cooking in the water bath. Meat or fish cooked sous vide can always be quickly seared in a hot pan, under a hot grill or with a culinary blow torch to brown.
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Vegetables


Sous vide cooking works really well with almost all our most familiar vegetables. Be prepared for the results to exceed your expectations! Look out for your personal favourites or regular standbys in this recipe selection, or try something different. You’ll find it couldn’t be easier. Thinly slice vegetables or cut them into bite-sized pieces, add a little seasoning, arrange in a food pouch, vacuum pack and put into the water bath alongside a pouch of meat or fish. It’s a neat way to produce a whole meal.
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