A Sauce By Any Other Name…

The cornerstone of most dishes in most cuisines is the sauce. You can take a plain piece of chicken, beef, lamb, etc. add a great sauce and end up with a great dish, add a colorful sauce and get a beautiful one as well. Besides who among us doesn’t like to throw out something like “Oh, I just whipped up a little Béchamel sauce for the chicken.”  I know I’ve always wanted to be able to say something like that. I have realized recently that not only can I say it, I can do it. So can you. It isn’t hard, it just sounds that way.

Sauces are as varied as the foods they go on. There are the white sauces, red sauces, glaces, jus’, brown sauces, hot sauces, sweet sauces, white wine derivatives, red wine derivatives, and on and on and on.  However, there are five sauces that are considered the “Mother Sauces”. 

The five “Mother Sauces” are:

1. Espagnole [ehs-pah-NYOHL] "a rich reduced brown stock with tomatoes and a mirepoix of browned vegetables thickened by a brown roux".
2. Velouté [veh-loo-TAY] “a white stock thickened with a white roux. The stock can be made from chicken, veal, or fish.”
3. Béchamel [bay-shah-mehl] “Milk thickened with a white roux.”
4. Allemande [ah-leh-MAHND] “Velouté thickened with egg yolks.”
5. Hollandaise [HOL-uhn-days] “Made with clarified butter, egg and lemon juice.” 

(http://www.cookinglouisiana.com/Sauces/Sauces-basic.htm) 

With a little flour, milk or heavy cream, butter, salt and pepper, you are on your way to a basic cream sauce (such as Béchamel). If you have ever made milk gravy, you are already making cream sauces. You adjust a little here and there and you can go from milk gravy to Béchamel to Hollandaise in a snap of the whisk. Add cheese to a Béchamel and you have a great cheese sauce.

When you watch cooking shows on TV or eat in a five-star restaurant, one of the first things you will notice are the fancy and often colorful sauces. You can take an ordinary meal and make it extraordinary with a sauce. You can also take a tasty but blah-looking meal and make it beautiful with a colorful sauce.

Here are a couple of the basics. (Remember that no sauce reaches its full thickening stage until it comes to a gentle boil.)

Béchamel Sauce

1 Tbsp Butter (butter is better for this sauce)
1-1/2 Tbsp Flour 
1-Cup Milk, heated
Salt & White Pepper To Taste 
Pinch Of Nutmeg 

In a saucepan melt butter over low heat. Add flour and stir (using a wooden spoon or whisk). Cook for about 1 minute to take away “raw” flour taste. In a separate saucepan heat milk over low to medium heat. While constantly whisking, gradually add hot milk to the roux (the butter and flour mixture). Simmer mixture while continuing to whisk. Sauce will thicken in a few minutes. 

To use the Béchamel Sauce to make Cheesy Potatoes, add 1/4 cup grated Gruyere Cheese and 1/4 cup grated Parmesan Cheese to the sauce. Slice potatoes and layer in gratin dish. Season potatoes with salt and pepper to taste. Pour béchamel with cheese over potatoes and bake for 30 minutes in 350-degree oven, until potatoes are cooked through. Garnish with parsley.

You can also add onion, garlic, other cheeses, parsley, or basil to the béchamel sauce and pour over asparagus or any other green vegetable. It can also be used over beef or chicken.

For a great casserole, make the béchamel sauce and add an onion, a little tarragon and parsley. Place chicken breasts in a covered casserole dish and add the béchamel sauce. Bake at 350 degrees for 45 minutes. Serve over wild rice.

Hollandaise Sauce
3 Egg Yolks 
1 Tbsp Cold Water 
1 Tbsp Lemon Juice 
2 Sticks Unsalted Butter, cold and cut into pieces 
Salt & White Pepper 

In the top of a double boiler or a heatproof bowl briskly whisk the egg yolks until they become thick and sticky. Whisk in the water and lemon juice. Whisk until the mixture is warm, about 2 minutes. (If the mixture becomes lumpy dip the pan in a bowl of ice water to cool, and then whisk until smooth, then continue recipe.) The yolk mixture has thickened enough when you can see the bottom of the pan between strokes and mixture forms a light cream on the wires of the whip. 

While whisking the yolk mixture add the pieces of butter, a tablespoon or so at a time whisking to incorporate before adding more butter. As the mixture begins to thicken and become creamy, the butter can be added more rapidly. 

Season the sauce, to taste, with salt, white pepper and lemon juice. To keep the sauce warm, set the pan or bowl in lukewarm water.

Hollandaise sauce can be served over vegetables, meat or eggs benedict.

Next week we will look at the other mother sauces and some easy, colorful sauces.


