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Sous vide could be one of the most 
important culinary innovations of our 
time. Its great advantage is heating food 
precisely. Heat is typically hard to measure 
and control but, by using the two sous vide 
appliances: A vacuum pack machine to seal 
food tightly and a water bath - the vacuum 
pack protects the food from water while 
transmitting heat directly to the food - the 
temperature is regulated precisely. This 
is the heart of sous vide - the controlled 
application of low heat. The most obvious 
benefit of temperature control is that it 
prevents over or under cooking - it allows 
you to achieve an exact internal temperature 
every time and this be achieved through the 
entire cut, not just the centre. The point to 
make is that sous vide is not some high tech 
fad, but likely a lasting contribution to fine 
cooking. There are three basic techniques 
that govern sous vide cooking - pressure, 
time and temperature.

Notes on chicken

Pressure
For the purpose of these experiments, 
chicken breast and thigh meat was used. 
Both are a delicate meat, in flavour and 
texture, so the sealing pressure when 
enclosing in a vacuum bag needs to a.) be 
carefully monitored and b.) gentle. If the 
sealing pressure is too aggressive, the natural 
shape of the chicken pieces is distorted and 
juices are extracted, drying the meat out.

The temperature probe and core 
temperature 
When chicken portions are immersed in 
the circulating water bath, they were taken 
directly from the refrigerator and were cold, 
about 2°C. It thus took time for each to 
reach the temperature of the surrounding 
water. An electronic temperature probe was 
used to determine the temperature at the 

The third in our sous vide 
master class series, where 
each takes an experimental 
look at the application 
of sous vide as a cooking 
technique. We began with 
fish, then meat, and in this 
issue, poultry. The focus of 
this series of experiments 
has been to define the 
ideal cooking time and 
temperature for each.
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core of each portion, to determine whether 
the meat was cooked or not. This is a vital 
step in determining the overall cooking 
time / temperature ratio of the chicken.

To prevent the rupture of the bag and loss 
of the vacuum seal, the probe is inserted 
through a section of thick foam tape that 
adheres to the plastic surface of the bag, 
even during prolonged cooking. The tape 
allows insertion of the probe as often as 
necessary without breaking the vacuum 
seal. As the probe is withdrawn, the tape 
contracts and re-seals the bag, air cannot 
escape so that the vacuum seal is not 
broken and the chicken does not have to 
be re-packaged.

Preventing contamination
Sous vide cooking takes place at low 
temperatures, rarely exceeding 65°C. This is 
a hazard as these temperatures fall directly 
within the temperature range of 4°C-60°C 
in which bacteria proliferate, including 
bacteria which can survive in the anaerobic 
environment of a sealed vacuum pouch, 
such as salmonella and E-coli. If sous vide 
is to be used as a cooking method, the chef 
needs to understand how bacteria grow and 
to limit their growth.

•	 Keep food cold, always
•	 Buy fresh meat and chill it immediately 

after delivery
•	 Cook the meat as soon after buying as 

possible
•	 It is important to chill meat fast after 

cooking if it is not to be used straight 
away

•	 The maximum amount of time food 
sealed sous vide can remain in the 
temperature danger zone of 4°C-60°C is 
4 hours, including cooking time

•	 All meat must be kept refrigerated at 
below 3°C before it is sealed and cooked

•	 If you are not using the meat within 
3 days, freeze it immediately after you 
cook it

Fresh chicken is particularly susceptible 
to bacterial contamination - raw chicken 
most commonly carries salmonella - and 
vigilant caution needs to be exercised 
when preparing and cooking fresh chicken. 
Most essential is that fresh chicken is used 
and that it be kept cold from arrival to 
packaging and sealing. If it is not to be 
cooked directly, it must be refrigerated or 
frozen immediately.

Chicken breast lined with 
spinach and stuffed with a 
mousse of breast meat and 
sage and dried mushroom. 

Here we compress two different 
types of protein - breast meat and 
minced breast. A tight compression 
is required to ensure that they bond 
as tightly as possible. Cooking meat 
like this, off the bone, would have 
a tendency to dry the meat out, 
but using sous vide as the cooking 
method keeps the meat moist.

Method
Take a boneless, skinless chicken breast and 
butterfly it by cutting it in half, ensuring 
that the two halves are still marginally 
attached. Beat the two halves to an even 
thickness, then lightly sauté in butter. Place 
the open chicken breast on a sheet of cling 
film and line with whole leaves of blanched 

HOT TIP!
The no. 1 problem is not 

chilling food properly before 
it is sealed. When warm food 
is placed into a vacuum bag, 
vaporization occurs, drying 

the meat out and affecting its 
texture. This is why, in addition 

to safety, food be thoroughly 
chilled before sealing and 

cooking. 
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spinach. Make a stuffing of finely minced 
and lightly seasoned chicken breast, some 
fresh sage, chopped fresh garlic and a knob 
of butter - the butter will add flavour 
and moisture during cooking. Place the 
stuffing in a line along the middle of the 
split chicken breast. On top of this, place 
a line of dried mushrooms that have been 
reconstituted in water, then roll the breast 
tightly, using the cling wrap, to form a 
sausage shape. Tie a knot at each end of the 
‘sausage’ so that it will retain its shape. Place 
the roll, still in its cling film, into a vacuum 
bag and seal it. Cook at 61, 5°C for 1 hour 
and 30 minutes. Rest for 10 minutes, 
season and serve. 

Result
The juices of the stuffing, the mushrooms in 
particular, infuse the chicken flesh, which is 
delicate, tender and moist. Delicious.
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Conclusion 
It was decided that the ideal cooking 
temperature for a 35g-40g portion 
of chicken breast is 61,5°C for 8-10 
minutes and 64°C at the same amount 
of time for chicken thighs. A chicken 
breast to be seared after cooking may 
be cooked at a lower temperature that 
breast that is simply cooked sous vide, 
sliced and served.

Texture and appearance
Unlike beef and fish before it, chicken 
when cooked sous vide takes on the 
shape of the vacuum bag - it is out of 
shape and looks plastic. If serving whole, 
it should be seared with a little butter 
and oil first; or simply sliced and is 
dressed. The longer chicken is cooked, 
and as temperatures increase, the more 
inclined it is to shred.

Searing to finish
Place each side of the whole chicken breast 
on a grill to give grill marks. This is equally 
successful done directly after taking the 
chicken from the bag, or after having 
it cooled, stored and regenerated first. 
Searing chicken in this way gives it colour 
and a more appealing appearance. 

Skin
Chicken skin, with its high proportion 
of fat, does not respond well to sous vide 
cooking as temperatures are too low to 
melt the fat. Because this does not look 
appetising, only keep chicken skin if you 
are going to sear it after cooking.

Resting
It is important to allow the chicken to rest 
for about 5 minutes before opening the 
bag and removing the chicken, allowing 
its abundant natural juices to settle. If the 
chicken is removed from the bag and sliced 
immediately, these juices will seep, drying 
the product out and draining it of flavour.
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Temperature Time Result
35g chicken breast, 
skin removed, 
cooked at 68°C

30 minutes The meat is pale cream in colour and although very 
moist, fibrous in texture and overcooked. In flavour, 
juices run clear and carry a clean, pure and intense 
chicken flavour. Conclusion: 68°C is too high. 

35g-40g cold 
chicken breast, 
skin removed, is 
immersed into a 
water bath at 68°C 

After 11 minutes, 
the chicken had 
reached an internal 
temperature of 
63°C

The chicken was cooked through, the flesh 
becoming an even creamy white (with no pink 
centre). It was juicy and the flavour pure but bland, 
needing condiments. Texture was tender, but not 
meltingly so, too resistant and chewy.

After 13 minutes, 
core temperature of 
64.4°C

As the cooking time and temperature increase, so 
the meat gets tougher, more fibrous and eventually 
dry. When eating, as the juices dissipate, it leaves 
a fibrous texture in the mouth. In appearance it 
is always the same - cooked through and an even 
creamy white colour. 

After 15 minutes, 
core temperature of 
65.6°C

Similar.

After 16 minutes, 
core temperature of 
66°C

Similar.

Temperature of 
the water bath is 
reduced to 65,5 
°C. Breast meat 
is replaced with 
35g-40g of thigh 
meat. The meat is 
cold at the time of 
going into the water 
bath, about 2°C

After 5 minutes, 
core temperature of 
62°C

Not really edible. The meat appears semi-raw and 
has a gelatinous texture with a translucent pinky-
yellow colour.

After 6 minutes, 
core temperature of 
63°C

The meat is still not cooked through and not really 
edible. The texture is still gelatinous, with patches 
of pink raw meat. The outside is better cooked than 
the inside.

After 8 minutes, 
core temperature of 
64°C

The meat starts to become edible. It is very 
flavourful with a very soft texture. In colour it is 
changing from pink to a creamy yellow.

After 10 minutes, 
core temperature of 
64.6°C

 The meat has now cooked through, and in texture 
is now meltingly soft, the meat is a pale beige colour 
and very juicy and flavourful.
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After 12 minutes, 
core temperature of 
65°C

The meat has developed an attractive colour 
variation between pink and beige. Texture, is soft 
and yielding and the flavour intense, juicy chicken.

80g breast meat, 
cooked at a 
temperature of 
65.5°C

After 17 minutes, 
core temperature of 
60, 9°C

Creamy white colour, very juicy with a soft, yielding 
slightly chewy texture. There is no chicken fat in the 
juices at all and the flavour cannot be compared to 
roast chicken.

After 18 minutes, 
core temperature of 
61,5°C

Similar.

After 18 and a 
half minutes, core 
temperature of 
62°C

Similar.

After 21 minutes, 
core temperature of 
60,9°C

Becoming fibrous, the chicken tastes ‘salty’, still 
delicious with a pleasant texture.

Time and temperature
Time and temperature are the two most important variables 
in cooking sous vide - they are what give ingredients their 
desired characteristics. Success with sous vide requires 
a detailed knowledge of each ingredient, assigning it a 
temperature and cooking time to reach optimal results. 

Basic equipment 
Portions of food are inserted into a vacuum pouch, which 
is then sealed under vacuum using a vacuum sealer. During 
this process, all air is extracted and the plastic forms a tight 
layer around the precise shape of the food. The vacuum bag 
is then immersed into a circulating bath of warm water. The 
temperature of the water is precisely controlled and the food 
cooks for an equally precise amount of time.

WHAT IS COOKING SOUS VIDE?
Sous vide is French for “under vacuum” and describes a 
method of cooking meat, vegetables or a combination 
in vacuum-sealed plastic pouches immersed in a bath 

of warm water at low temperatures for long times. Sous 
vide cooking method differs from conventional cooking 

methods in two fundamental ways: the raw food is 
vacuum sealed in plastic pouches and the food is cooked 

using precisely controlled heating. Sous vide cooking 
methods give a cook a perfect control of the temperature 
of the cooking process but also of the inside of the food. 
In other words, it allows you to determine the exact end 

result and replicate it over and over.


