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INTRODUCING STEAMING


Steaming is a tried-and-tested cooking technique that I am happy to use on a daily basis. As well as being easy, clean and economical, it can also be an asset to eating healthily.


To steam is to cook food in the steam or the vapour given off by boiling water. As a cooking method it can be traced back as far as Neolithic times, particularly in China where the steamer is one of the oldest cooking utensils. To this day, it is still a very popular cooking method in Chinese kitchens, where it is unusual to find an oven. Here in the UK, with the explosion of new cooking appliances and gadgets, steaming did perhaps lose a little of its popularity (though I know there will be many readers who have always made good use of their steamers). With all the advantages steaming has to offer, its current revival is well-deserved.


After all, steaming is a gentle, moist method of cooking that makes the food tender, retains its shape and texture and preserves its colour, all with little chance of the food overcooking. Food cooked in the steamer takes slightly longer to cook than if it were boiled – so, with that greater margin for error, it’s easier to cook vegetables and fish, in particular, to just the right degree of tenderness without overdoing them.


Most of us know that steaming is ideal for cooking vegetables and fish (in school, I remember learning that steamed fish was ‘highly suitable’ for babies, invalids and the elderly). How many of us, I wonder, would associate steaming with chicken, duck, beef, pork, lamb, rice, couscous, eggs and fruit? As you will discover in the recipes that follow, steaming is great for all these too.


In my tests, steaming has proved to be economical, with several foods cooking in the baskets of a steamer on one burner of the hob, or in the tiers of an electric steamer. This makes it ideal for a range of people and situations, including:


[image: Image]   Students and anyone on a limited budget;


[image: Image]   People who mostly cook for one or two, or those who need to cook small portions – perhaps for children or for the elderly – and a whole meal can be cooked in the steamer;


[image: Image]   Families and cooking for crowds – for example, several vegetables can be cooked in one steamer;


[image: Image]   People who need to, or want to, eat food that is easily digestible and low in fat;


[image: Image]   Reheating food and keeping food hot for short periods.


There are few problems with flavour transfer from one food to another so, for instance, meat and vegetables can be cooked in the bottom tier while a dessert cooks in the upper tier. I also believe that the natural flavour of food remains more intense during steaming than, say, during boiling or poaching when more flavour is leached into the water. Because the food is cooked in a moist, steamy atmosphere, it is not likely to dry out and toughen.


Nutritionally, steaming can be beneficial too. Research has shown that steaming retains more of the water-soluble vitamins that are normally lost in boiling – in particular, Vitamin C. Of course, in steaming (as in boiling) even fewer nutrients are lost if the juices that drip from the food are used in a sauce or gravy. Another obvious health advantage is that steamed food needs little or no fat to keep it moist or to help it to cook.


Finally, let me stress that this is not a book about health. It is a book on steaming that, I hope, balances healthy, low-fat recipes alongside good, old-fashioned puddings – in fact, all the things that a steamer cooks best. Creating this wide variety of recipes has been the most enjoyable task and has proved just how versatile steaming can be.


Happy steaming!


Annette Yates
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AT-A-GLANCE GUIDE TO STEAMERS


Steaming works on the principle that steam is allowed to circulate freely around the food and, to accommodate this, steamers have lots of perforations or slats in their layers or tiers.


Steaming Stand in a Large Pan:


This is the most basic method and one that is ideal for savoury and sweet puddings. The food cooks in a covered dish that sits on a steaming stand in boiling water in a large lidded pan.


[image: Image]


Fig. 1. Steaming stand.



Steaming Baskets


This is an inexpensive way to start enjoying the benefits of steaming by cooking a single layer of food. Probably the most useful type is an expanding perforated metal basket that opens out like the petals of a flower. It is placed in or over a saucepan of boiling liquid and covered with a lid that allows enough space for the steam to circulate around the food.


[image: Image]


Fig. 2. Steaming basket.


The second type is a static, colander-type affair, usually made of stainless steel, that fits on top of a saucepan. A universal steamer has a stepped base that enables it to be used on pans of various sizes.


[image: Image]


Fig. 3. Universal steamer.


The third type is the Chinese-style bamboo steamer that has a slatted base and close-fitting lid and is available in various diameters. Two or three layers can be stacked one on top of the other, ready for steaming over a wok with boiling water in its base.


[image: Image]


Fig. 4. Bamboo steamer.


Tiered Steamers


These are designed for hob use and usually consist of a stainless steel pan with two steaming tiers (or three at the most – more than this and the steam would not be able to cook the food efficiently). Liquid is boiled in the base to produce the steam that cooks the food in the tiers.


[image: Image]


Fig. 5. Tiered steamer.


Multi Cookers


These too are usually stainless steel and are made up of a large pan with a close-fitting, perforated colander that is useful for cooking food in liquid (pasta, for instance). Over this sits a steamer tier, which is then topped with a lid.


[image: Image]


Fig. 6. Multi cooker.



Electric Steamers


An electric steamer is designed to stand on the kitchen worktop and plug into a 13 amp socket. A timer automatically switches off the steamer at the end of cooking. Two or three heat-resistant plastic tiers sit on the base, which holds the water, and a thermostatically controlled element heats up the water to create the steam. Some models include a drip tray to catch the food juices, a dish for cooking rice and an area with indents in which to cook eggs in their shells. The advantages of an electric steamer include: the hob is kept free, steam is produced almost instantly, you can see the food inside and, because the bases of the tiers can be removed, a whole chicken or a large piece of meat can be cooked in the resulting ‘tube’. It is worth noting that an electric steamer seems to emit more steam through the vents in the lid (it’s helpful to position it near an extractor fan) and therefore needs topping up more frequently during long cooking periods.


[image: Image]


Fig. 7. Electric steamer.


Where to buy steamers and steaming equipment


Lakeland Limited has, at the time of going to print, a selection of steaming equipment in their mail-order catalogue. For details, contact Lakeland Limited, Alexandra Buildings, Windermere, Cumbria LA23 1BQ. Tel: 01539 488100. Fax: 01539 488300. Website: www.lakelandlimited.com


Electric steamers are generally available in department stores. Alternatively, contact TEFAL Customer Relations, PO Box 467, Slough PDO, Berkshire SL3 8WD. Tel: 0845 602 1454 (calls charged at local rate). Fax: 01753 583938. E-mail: customerrelations@tefal.co.uk
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HOW TO GET THE BEST RESULTS


As with any other method of cooking, using fresh, good-quality ingredients will ensure that you get the best results.


[image: Image]   Always check that the lid fits securely on the steamer, to keep the steam trapped inside the pan and to cook in the shortest time.


[image: Image]   The water should be heated to a full rolling boil before adding the food to the steamer.


[image: Image]   Make sure there is a gap of about 2.5cm/1 in between the food and the liquid in the base of the pan. On no account allow the boiling liquid to come into contact with the food (or it will boil and not steam).


[image: Image]   Thoroughly defrost foods like fish, poultry and meat before steaming. Frozen vegetables can be steamed from frozen.


[image: Image]   Choose equal-size pieces of food (such as chicken breasts) to encourage even cooking, and cut foods like vegetables into even-size pieces.


[image: Image]   Whenever possible, arrange foods in the steamer so that there are gaps between them, to allow the steam to circulate and cook evenly.


[image: Image]   Arrange food in an even layer in the steamer, again to promote evenly-cooked results. The larger the piece or the thicker the layer of food, the longer the cooking time will be.


[image: Image]   Food such as vegetables, fish, meat and poultry can be placed directly in the steamer. To prevent food, such as steamed puddings, becoming too wet, put it in a covered dish.


[image: Image]   Foods that are likely to drip, like fish, poultry and meat, should be placed in the bottom tier, so that they do not affect the other foods.


[image: Image]   Put the food with the shortest cooking time in the top tier and, if necessary, add it to the steamer at an appropriate stage during cooking. Food in the top tier is further away from the source of the steam and will take slightly longer to cook.


[image: Image]   When cooking a large quantity of food, it’s a good idea to swap the tiers half way through cooking to encourage even cooking.


[image: Image]   Cover foods only when contact with the steam might cause the dish to spoil – for example, steamed puddings. See also the note about covering on page 21.


[image: Image]   For long periods of cooking, such as for a steamed pudding, you may need to top up the water in the base of the steamer by adding boiling water from the kettle. To do this with a hob-type steamer, simply lift the tiers off the pan. If you are steaming on a steaming stand in a large pan, simply add the water through the gap between bowl and pan. Electric steamers usually have a special opening through which you can top up the water – just follow the manufacturer’s instructions.


[image: Image]   Resist the temptation to lift the lid and peek into the steamer during cooking. If you do, steam will be lost and the cooking time will be lengthened.


[image: Image]   Check that the food is cooked before serving. With steaming, as with any other method, cooking times will vary according to the quantity and quality of the food. If the food is not cooked to your liking, simply replace the lid and steam for a few minutes longer.



Some Quick and Simple Additions to Steamed Food


Before steaming, try sprinkling vegetables, fish, poultry or meat with:


[image: Image]   Lemon, lime or orange juice, wine vinegar or sherry vinegar;


[image: Image]   Finely grated citrus zest – lemon or lime;


[image: Image]   Chopped fresh herbs;


[image: Image]   Finely chopped or crushed garlic;


[image: Image]   Finely chopped fresh root ginger;


[image: Image]   Fresh root ginger juice – take a handful of roughly grated root ginger (skin and all) and squeeze tightly so that the delicately-flavoured juice runs from it;


[image: Image]   Ground spices (particularly freshly ground) – such as coriander, cumin, chilli, cinnamon, allspice, cloves or nutmeg;


[image: Image]   Shallots or mild red or white onion, finely chopped or thinly sliced;


[image: Image]   Good quality oil, such as olive, sesame or walnut.
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RECIPE NOTES


All the recipes in this book have been tested successfully in a tiered steamer on the hob and, with the exception of the pasta dishes (pages 57 – 60), in an electric steamer.


Servings: you will see that the majority of recipes have been developed to serve two. There are several reasons for this. Firstly many of you, I know, cook most frequently for two. Secondly, some recipes that serve two actually fill the steamer and, thirdly, I always think it’s easier to multiply a recipe than it is to reduce it. Having said all this, some recipes seem ultimately more appropriate for feeding four or more people – in which case they do! And I hope you will forgive such quirks.


Ingredients are listed in both metric and imperial. You will notice that the metric versions give quantities that are easier to measure. Now that we buy our foods in metric quantities, it seems a good idea to wean ourselves (and that includes me) off imperial measurements with the aim of moving over to metric only. It would be so much simpler for all of us and it’s really quite easy. In the meantime, imperial measures are listed, though you may find them slightly more awkward to use.
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