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HOW TO GET THE MAXIMUM FLAVOR, TEXTURE,
AND NUTRITION INTO YOUR PUREE: 
THE SAUCE IS THE MEDIUM OF FLAVOR

Flavor and texture are the two most important elements for 
foolproof puree. This is the sum of my work in the kitchen for a 
period of three years.

The biggest secret to the art of puree is the sauce, for the sauce 
carries the flavor. The idea is to flavor the liquid and let the 
liquid flavor the food. The liquid wraps around the molecules of 
food, and suddenly the dish is singing with flavor. I cannot 
emphasize this enough.

I am not speaking of old-fashioned
sauces made with a roux of flour and
butter, for these do not freeze as
well , nor do they puree as well. A
light sauce that improves the
texture of the puree and carries the
flavor. Make a great sauce, gravy or
soup as a base for your puree, and
you have a great dish.

For example, if you have leftover
gravy from the pot roast recipe,
freeze it. Same with chicken soup or
the onion and pepper smother gravy.



The sauce may be tomato sauce,
brown gravy, alfredo sauce, barbecue
sauce, or curry. My particular favorite
of the moment is any sauce made from
a soup that is primarily a vegetable
base. Mushroom, onion, celery, red
pepper, butternut squash, even
seafood chowder. The sauce may be
homemade or store bought.  The
sauce may be as simple as broth,
chicken broth, vegetable broth, beef
broth, seafood broth. It could simply be
water or milk.

It could be a dashi, from the Japanese kitchen, such as
kombu dashi made with dried kombu or kelp. This is very
light and works well with seafood.

I keep on hand a variety of soups for creating a quick
puree sauce with flavor.

When making desserts, or fruit sauces for main
courses, it is good to know that honey will
thicken a sauce. I did not use refined sugars in
my mother’s diet. Instead, I used natural sugars,
honey, maple syrup, molasses (in barbecue
sauce) and even barley malt syrup. One can
make cherry sauce for ice cream or cranberry
sauce for turkey. Honey will thicken these
nicely.

I use coconut milk of the light variety in my curries. Curry
sauce, of the mild variety, is a beautiful medium for puree.



How much sauce is enough? The recipes in the Essential Puree
Guidebook are for level 4 of the National Dysphagia Diet (NDD).
You should have enough liquid in any dish to give the correct
consistency for ease of swallowing. I start with a half cup. I adjust
from there.

The second great task of the sauce is to create a pleasing
texture. This is where the mashed vegetable comes in. Without
the right amount of liquid, protein becomes grainy. Use the sauce
for flavor and then, if necessary, use a mashed vegetable for
creaminess of texture and ease of swallowing. Taste as you go.
Experiment.

I keep the Southland brand of mashed butternut squash and
mashed turnips in the freezer. These can be defrosted and added
to a puree in an instant, boosting the nutrition while creating a
great texture.

I keep frozen peas and frozen spinach on hand, because both
are fantastic additions to purees. Each is a thickener and each
boosts nutrition. They also add color. I pay attention to color with
pureed food, as it adds to the visual appeal.

Another great ingredient for thickening puree is the zucchini
pancake or even the potato pancake. I buy these frozen in the
kosher section of the freezer department. 

My mother adored baked sweet potato, so I used to soft-bake four
a week, mash them, and keep them frozen and on hand for
thickening puree. The nutritionals on sweet potatoes are superior
to regular potatoes.



Tofu, whether firm or silken, is an excellent
thickener for puree. Tofu has the added virtue of
being a blank canvas as far as flavor is concerned. It
will pick up the flavor of any dish, plus add nutrition.
See packages for complete breakdown.

As for pureed salads, my mother had clearance from
her doctor to eat raw food. Each patient will need to
seek the advice of a healthcare provider. I made
homemade cole slaw because I could adjust the
amount of liquid and more importantly, I could
adjust the amount of vinegar so the sauce did not
induce coughing.

Boosting the consumption of fresh foods and
vegetables is important. Pureed salad is excellent
in terms of nutrition.

I use one of the nutrition extractors to get a smooth
liquid and then thicken with an instant thickener. The
nutrition extractors, such as Vitamix, Nutribullet, and
Nutri Ninja, liquify foods. If there are particles of
seeds or skin, these are removed with a sieve. The
high speed commercial blenders work perfectly.

I make homemade ranch dressing because it does
not contain chemicals and preservatives. Dressings
are easy to make. I make homemade vinaigrettes of
all kinds. I make green goddess. Any dressing is a
great background for salad. I usually thin out the
dressing with a little water, rather than use a large
quantity of dressing. 



There are many sauces from many cuisines, but I have covered 
the basics here. Please feel free to improvise, always noting that 
ease of swallow is the guiding principle. I keep the sauces mild 
for this reason.

I make my own pesto with basil from my herb garden. It can be 
used to flavor anything from steamed fish to soup. Please add it 
after cooking when adding it to flavor protein. It freezes well. The 
recipe is in the Guidebook. Please puree with protein, such as fish 
or shrimp, to a smooth consistency.

As to tomato sauce, you can use this with or without meat, in any 
variety (such as mushroom). Use homemade or store bought. It is 
your choice. The tomato products listed in the Guidebook are 
good to have on hand.

Borscht is a traditional Russian soup made of beets. It can be 
bought in the kosher section of most supermarkets.
It is red and when pureed with boiled potato and sour cream, the 
traditional accompaniments, it is pink.  

It will contain diced beets,
so it must be pureed to a
smooth consistency.

In winter it can be served
hot, and in summer, it is
traditionally served cold.



As to barbecue sauce, I am partial to the Stubbs line of sauces
because they do not contain high amounts of sugar. Sometimes I
make my own, and I often follow Bobby Flay’s recipes from the
Food Network, because Bobby is the king of grilling and his
barbecue sauces are very well balanced in terms of heat and
sweet. They do not contain large amounts of vinegar, which can
be difficult for the swallow of the patient.

In the south and in Texas, barbecue sauce is the culinary
equivalent of a religious experience. People are very particular.
People are very snobby. People guard the secrets of their sauces
without apology. Therefore, O readers, please do not disrespect
my choice of sauce, as I have explained it. Please feel free to use
your own sauce.

My point is patient-oriented: barbecue is a beloved dish in
America and is an extremely recognizable and pleasurable
flavor profile.

As to the flavor of great American classic dishes, please use
condiments but use them sparingly and with attention. Here is an
example: I used to puree good hot dogs with baked beans for my
mom. To flavor the sauce, I added her favorite mustard.
Sometimes I added sauerkraut. It really tasted like a hot dog, the
kind we used to buy on the street when we went to New York
together. The taste conveyed the memory of good times. Take
that, Marcel Proust, whose madeleine, at the beginning of
Remembrance of Things Past, the great French novel, is the
sensation that unlocks the memory and begins the telling of the
story. You may have your little cookie, Monsieur Proust, but my
mom and I had our Sabrett’s hot dogs.



I would follow the same rule for a burger with ketchup, using half 
of a bun, adjusting the puree with a little liquid such as a broth, to 
get the consistency. I even used this with a quickie little burger 
from the fast food drive through. Memories of my mother and I 
eating little hamburgers at the Royal Castle on Flagler Street in 
Miami when we went downtown to visit my father in his law 
office. Use a tablespoon of Diane’s Onion Jam for the taste of 
onions on the burger.

If the patient can tolerate it, if the physician gives permission, and 
if it does not conflict with medication, a splash of red wine in the 
chili or pasta sauce adds great flavor. I often used to poach a 
salmon filet in sake.

I used ice cream as a sauce for pureeing desserts, such as pie 
and cake and cobblers. A half cup of store bought ice cream was 
the perfect amount. Add this to one-third of a slice of cake or pie, 
and puree it in your food processor bowl.

A recipe for homemade raspberry ice cream is posted on our 
website. It is thickened with instant thickener.

Note
The dysphagia patient cannot tolerate extremes of temperature in 
food, hot or cold, so it is best to puree this with a cookie or a 
brownie so as not to freeze the throat during the swallow.

Observation during feeding is an absolute must.



Please note: This is a master list and does not take into account
dietary preferences or food allergies. Please do not consider
this sauce list authoritative in any way. Please make a custom
list to suit your own needs.

These are the ingredients that will create beautiful purees. Use
your imagination to create your own world of puree. For
example, if the patient likes fruit and yogurt, use fruit glaze or
fruit jam or jelly or preserves and yogurt, rather than buying
sugar-laden commercial fruit and yogurt preparations. 

Pesto
Tomato Sauce 
Chicken broth
Vegetable broth
Seafood broth
Carrot Ginger soup
Cream of Mushroom Soup
Cream of Celery Soup
Tomato Basil Soup
Wolfgang Puck Onion
Soup
Tabatchnik Frozen Pea
Soup
Butternut Squash Soup
Borscht
Japanese dashi
Barbecue Sauce

Ethnic Gourmet, Calcutta
Masala curry sauce. 
Royal Curry Delight Tikka
Masala.
Thai Kitchen Panang Curry
Sauce 
De Siam Green Curry
Simmer Sauce with
coconut milk, eggplant
and mushrooms
Indian Essentials Chicken
Biryani Seasoning Mix
Kitchens of India Black
Gram Lentils Curry
Kitchens of India Chick
Peas Curry

Tofu
Coconut Milk
Soy, Almond or Cashew
Milk (Lactose Intolerance)
Yogurt
Cottage Cheese
Cream Cheese
Ketchup and Mustard
Chutney 
Onion Jam
Honey
Applesauce
Jams, Jellies, Preserves
Fruit Sauce, Fruit Glaze
Ice Cream
Lemon Curd
Pudding, Custard, Mousse

The Curries:

Instant Food Thickeners
Instant food thickeners are used to thicken liquids to the proper 
consistency for safe swallowing and to bind purees.

Gum-based thickeners are now widely available.

Liquids thickened with gum-based thickeners are clear and taste just 
like the base beverage. 



These thickeners do not add or alter flavor, mix easily into liquids, 
and can be used in all types of beverages (including alcohol and 
fizzy drinks) . They do not have a starchy aftertaste.

These thickeners come in two forms: gel and powder. Powdered 
gum-based thickeners are no more expensive than starch 
thickeners.  The containers are smaller because powdered gum-
based thickeners are more concentrated than powdered starch 
thickeners.

Gel thickeners, like Simply Thick® can be a bit more expensive 
than starch thickeners, but the higher cost may be worth it if you 
consume (and enjoy) the liquids you need for good health.

Here are the major brand names:

Simply Thick® is a gel formula, gum-based thickener.  It can be 
found at pharmacies or online at www.simplythick.com.

ThickenUp® Clear, Thick & Easy® Clear, SloDrinks® are powdered 
gum-based thickeners.

ThickenUp® Clear can be purchased at many retail stores, 
drugstores, and online. For more information:
www.thickenupclear.com.

Thick & Easy® Clear, from Hormel Health Labs, can be purchase 
online: www.homecarenutrition.com

SloDrinks® produce beverage-specific gum-based thickener in 
individual portions. You can purchase SloDrinks® at Amazon.com.



For Your Information

Gum-based thickeners work in all liquids and add no starchy,
pasty flavor.
Closely follow the directions on the label of your chosen
thickener.
Use glassware containers as a matter of choice because
thickened liquids cling to plastic. Note: Glass is initially more
expensive, but if one buys in sets, at the holidays, the cost
comes down. Also, glass is easier on the environment in terms
of waste. In terms of flavor, one gets a better seal on a glass
container.
Powdered thickeners take time to hydrate and make your
food and beverages safe for consumption. Place the finished
pureed item in the refrigerator and wait three minutes before
serving.

"Clear" Pre-Thickened Water and Other Beverages

Patients with swallowing disorders are encouraged to have sips 
of water in between bites, according to the directions of their 
healthcare provider. The sips are recommended to aid in the 
swallow. Water must be thickened.

Producers are now making pre-thickened “clear” waters in both 
Nectar and Honey consistencies. These beverages have no flavor, 
are clear and reliably consistent.  



Two brands to consider are:

Thick & Easy® Clear water, from Hormel Health Labs, has a lemon 
flavor. It is available in Nectar and Honey consistency.  You can 
purchase it as single-serve 4 oz. portions and 48 oz. bottles.

Thick & Easy® also makes pre-thickened juices, coffee, iced tea 
and milk (information on the following page) . Thick & Easy® 
products can be purchased online: www.homecarenutrition.com

ThickIt® AquaCare H2O water, from Kent-Precision Foods, has no 
added flavors. It is available as Nectar and Honey consistency. It is 
available in 8 oz. bottles and 48 oz. bottles.  

ThickIt AquaCare H2O makes a complete line of thickened juices, 
coffee and iced tea.  You may find ThickIt AquaCare H2O water in 
your grocery store or pharmacy. It is also available online:
www.thickit/products/beverges

This information has been provided by Laura Michael, a board member of the 
National Foundation of Swallowing Disorders and a recognized expert in the field 
of dysphagia care.




