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In the last lesson we got a brief overview of the 4 layers of a satisfying salad, the base, variety, 

toppings, and the dressing. And we took a closer look at base ingredients. Now we're going to 

the top of the salad to learn all about dressings. 

When you think back on really great salads you've eaten in the past, what stands out to you the 

most? Was it a particular ingredient? A special way the veggies were cut? Chances are, it was 

neither of those things. A good salad isn't about one part, it's the way everything works together 

to create one, unified dish. And in salads, the dressing plays a big role in creating a cohesive 

theme. Today, we're going to take a look at why salad dressing is important in the first place, 

then we'll learn about vinaigrette and creamy dressings, before ending our lesson with a crash 

course in using salad dressing to fix flavors gone wrong! 

Having some kind of dressing is one of the defining features that makes a salad, a salad! Why do 

we include a dressing in the first place? 

The dressing serves 2 purposes. It adds texture and it supports flavor.  

Your salad dressing can add some very important texture. Most of the time, it's not chewy or 

crunchy texture, but rather creaminess. And what's important to mention here, is that a creamy 

texture is found in more than just dairy. Olive oil, coconut milk, tahini, avocado. All of these 

ingredients have that distinct, silky texture we just can't get enough of. See, a plate full of raw 

fruits and veggies, even when you add some cooked beans or meats, is kind of hard to eat. 

Everything is separate, none of it wants to stick together, you've got stuff falling off your fork, 

the greens are stuck to your plate from friction, and everything is very dry. The dressing literally 

connects all of the individual pieces in your salad and coats them creaminess, making it so much 

easier to eat! But this only works, when the dressing is mixed throughout the salad. Simply 

putting raw spinach on a plate and dolloping ranch dressing on top won't provide the 

cohesiveness or lubrication a dressing is meant to achieve. There are some occasions, especially 

with creamy dressings, when you want to drizzle a small amount of dressing on top mostly for 

flavor and a nice presentation. In that case, I like to dress all of the greens and other ingredients 

in olive oil, with a little pinch of salt and pepper, before plating. The olive oil acts as the true 

dressing, coating all of the ingredients in an easy to eat creaminess, and your delicious creamy 

dressing can add flavor and a nice presentation on top.  

Now, in addition to adding texture, your salad dressing can support the flavors already present in 

the dish in two ways. It can provide balance through incorporating contrasting flavors or it can 

mimic flavors that you want to draw attention to.  

The most common type of dressing is a vinaigrette. And, although it's common, its a great 

example of using contrasting flavors to create balance. Most of the time our salads contain 

ingredients from all the other categories; bitter greens, sweet fruits, salty cheeses, savory 

veggies. The sourness from the vinegar is the perfect contrast to the other flavor categories and, 
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as we learned in Module 1, sour vinegar will also brighten the dish, putting some pep in it's step. 

Using a dressing to add contrasting flavors is a great way to surprise and delight your family 

when you serve them what looks like a plate of fruits and veggies, but you get a powerful burst 

of flavor from the dressing. A great example is using a spicy dressing in a salad with lots of fruit 

or a sweet and sour mix on a savory salad.  

Your dressing can also mimic the flavors that you want to accentuate in your salad. Many of the 

large ingredients we use have strong flavors, but you have to get that piece of food on your fork 

in order to taste it. Adding something to the dressing that will mimic that ingredient, is a great 

way to incorporate that flavor throughout the salad. A great example is using grapefruit juice in 

the dressing of a salad that also has pieces of grapefruit. One of my favorite salads has warm, 

buttery mushrooms, pungent fermented onions, salty feta cheese, and sour grapefruit. You might 

be surprised, but the grapefruit is actually the weakest flavor in that salad and so adding some of 

the juice into the dressing helps to circulate that slightly bitter sour flavor and brighten up the 

heavier ingredients.  

See, the dressing on your salad is very much like the color scheme painted on the walls of your 

house. If you have a beautiful color scheme, but your furniture is falling apart and you don't even 

have a couch in the living room, well, people may compliment your color choice but they aren't 

going to want to stay for the weekend. On the other hand, many people take great care to pick 

out their furnishings, but leave their walls bare. And their house is still lovely.  But its when you 

take the combination of thoughtfully curated decor and a stunning color palette, that you surpass 

the status quo and turn a random weeknight dinner into a meal to remember.  

Just like with our house analogy, a fantastic dressing on top of boring or wilted ingredients is like 

painting the walls in a house where the furniture is falling apart. The dressing alone can't save 

poorly prepared ingredients or a badly composed salad.  

But a lovely combination of stunning ingredients in a salad without dressing is like a beautiful 

house with plain walls. It's still filling, it's still tasty, but having all of the elements working 

together is what takes it to the next level!  

There is a misconception that salad dressings are hard to make. And yes, some of the classics 

take a little time, a traditional Cesar dressing is a great example. But there are dozens, even 

hundreds of ways to easily and quickly create amazing salad dressings full of flavor and 

nutrition.  

A good dressing need not be any more complicated than putting stuff in a jar and shaking it 

vigorously. But here's the real question, which stuff shall we add? Lets take a look at vinaigrette 

and creamy dressing.  
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Vinaigrette Dressings 

A vinaigrette dressing has a base made of vinegar. But there are so many different kinds of 

vinegars it's amazing. I like to order them from light flavor to rich flavor.  

On the lightest side we have Champagne Vinegar, Fruit vinegar, White wine vinegar, apple cider 

vinegar, rice vinegar, red wine vinegar, sherry vinegar, and balsamic vinegar. Apple cider 

vinegar is a fantastic stand by. It will provide a great base for any dressing, not too light and not 

too heavy. I highly recommend trying out some other vinegars as well, especially fruit vinegars. 

That's the place where you'll get the most variety in flavor because the vinegar has been infused 

with other fruits, spices, and herbs.  

A vinaigrette dressing will keep for a week or so in the fridge. Just remember to keep your 

vinaigrette away from metal, as the acid will corrode the metal quickly. If you enjoy using mason 

jars like I do, simply buy a few plastic lids. They're BPA free, reusable, and safe for vinegar.  

Creamy Dressings 

Now let's take a look at some creamy dressing ingredients. Here, I like to arrange the ingredients 

on a thickness scale. On the thin side we've got water, yes indeed, the thinnest of them all and an 

important tool in creating the right consistency for a salad dressing, then we've got coconut milk, 

dairy milk, buttermilk, tahini, plain yogurt, soaked and pureed cashews, mayonnaise, avocado, 

and sour cream.  

A creamy dressing will last between 3 days and a week, depending on what ingredients you've 

used. Remember that if you add any kind of acid, like lemon juice or vinegar, to a dairy like milk 

or yogurt, the acid will cause the dairy to breakdown, giving it a shorter shelf life. If you're 

unsure, just smell the dressing. The nose knows.  

Deciding between a vinegar or cream base for your dressing depends on, you guessed it, your 

preference! Consider each categories most defining feature. Sour vinegars brighten and energize, 

creamy textures are comforting and decadent. Consider your mood, the mood you want to be in, 

and let your innate nutritional wisdom guide you. Ask yourself, what sounds good. And 

remember, you can always have a little of both!  

So once you've decided on a creamy or vinaigrette dressing for your salad, you get to choose 

what else to add in! This is the fun part!  

There are ingredients from every flavor category we've discussed that can be used in a salad 

dressing. When you're creating your dressing you should already have a good idea of what other 

ingredients you'll be using. Take a look at everything that's making up your salad. What flavors 

are present? What flavors are strongest? Which are weakest? Do you need to add a new 

contrasting flavor or do you want to mimic an already present flavor? Once you have answers to 
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those questions, run with it. Take a look at all of the ingredients available to you, everything in 

the fridge door, any herbs and spices. Remember, a pinch of salt will always help to enhance 

your salad dressing, and the longer you let your dressing sit, the more the flavors will marry. If 

possible, you can actually put your dressing together first and let it sit while you chop and 

assemble the rest of the salad.  

And if you missed it earlier, the way that you make a dressing, is by putting stuff in a jar and 

shaking it up really good. If you need to strain out any large ingredients like chunks of garlic, 

you can do that. If you're using something that is hard to mix in, you can use a blender. They 

don't need to be cooked. They don't need to be refrigerated for 24 hours beforehand. They don't 

need any special tools or techniques. Making homemade dressings really is that simple.  

So now that we know why we need salads in the first place, the roll that they play in 

composition, and we've looked at some ingredient ideas for creamy and vinegar based dressings, 

lets have  a chat about using salad dressings as a tool to fix flavors gone wrong.  
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Occasionally you'll run into an ingredient that needs to be used up, but it has some problems. 

Usually, it's too much. It's too salty, it's too spicy, it's too bitter. The flavor has gone way far off 

to one side and it needs a lot of help to course correct.  

This happened to me last St. Patricks day. I made my very own homemade corned beef. It was 

delicious! But it was very salty. I had a little bit left over, but not enough for a full dinner. I 

decided to shred the beef into smaller pieces and use it in a salad. Because the corned beef was 

so salty, I actually didn't season any of the other ingredients, I didn't' even season the dressing. 

Instead, I used a simple creamy dressing with some fresh herbs on the cool/energizing side of 

pungency, and I paired the meat with savory potatoes on top of shredded cabbage. It was 

delicious! The saltiness from the meat helped to enhance the other under seasoned ingredients, 

and the other ingredients helped to mute the saltiness of the meat.  

In your course workbook you'll find a cheat sheet that you can keep on your fridge as a 

reference.  

If the flavor is too bitter, add umami or sweetness.  

If it's too sweet, add sourness or warm pungency 

If it's too spicy, add sweetness or creaminess 

If it's too salty, add umami or sweetness 

If it's too sour, add sweetness or pungency 

If it turns out bland, add saltiness or sweetness 

If it needs more depth, add umami or bitterness 

The key to fixing flavors is to be aware of all the flavors that are interacting inside your dish and 

how they influence one another. Then taste, adjust, taste, adjust. 

So now let's talk about salad activity #5.   


