
#56 - The Lazy Genius Makes 
Salad
Hi, everyone! You’re listening to The Lazy Genius Podcast! I’m Kendra, and I’m here to help you 
be a genius about the things that matter and lazy about the things that don’t! I never thought 
when I decided to give myself this job that I’d spend 20 minutes talking into your earbuds about 
salad, but here we are. It’s episode 56 - The Lazy Genius Makes Salad! It’s a true scientific fact 
that salad made by any other human is better than a salad we make ourselves. Without 
question. But let’s try and change that a little today. In the playbook, we’re going to talk about 
the three rules of making salad, break down the greens you can use, and talk about topping 
ideas including a few unsung heroes. So let’s jump in!

First, let’s do a little visualization exercise about salad. Think about great salads you’ve had. Or 
even just one. Think about what made it so good. Was it the flavor? The different textures? 
Everything was perfectly bite-sized, or the perfect amount of dressing was distributed evenly? 
The dressing itself? Try and pinpoint even one characteristic of a great salad. Now think about 
salads you’ve had that haven’t been great. Soggy because of too much dressing, dry because 
there wasn’t enough dressing, limp vegetables, maybe all the pieces were too big and you had 
to cut every single bite. One of my favorite standup comedians is Demetri Martin, and he does 
this bit about salad, about how when we eat salad, we make dozens of mini salads on our fork 
for every bite. But that’s one of the reasons why salad feels like hard work, especially if all the 
pieces require cutting once they’re in your bowl. You’ve already done all this work to get the 
ingredients salad-small, but they never seem small enough and you have to do the work of 
creating a hundred mini salads on your fork over and over again. It feels like madness, y’all. 
There are many things that can make a salad good or bad, and bringing them to mind is 
important as we keep going.

So as we move forward, recognize that everything we talk about is designed to get us far from 
bad salads and cozied up with good ones. So let’s start with my three salad rules. Because if 
we’re going to go through the trouble, let’s do it well. Salad rule number one, make and toss 
your salad in a big bowl and then move it to the bowl you’ll eat it in. I know. This feels wasteful. 
But the best salads have all the ingredients mixed together well and the dressing evenly 
distributed everywhere. Those good salad experiences you’ve had have almost certainly 
included a well mixed salad. If you try and toss in your eating bowl, it’s too small and food goes 
everywhere, the dressing gets caught in lettuce crevices and doesn’t get all over. It’s one of the 
best tips to making your salad delicious; toss everything with plenty of room to be had. You can 
totally eat your salad out of that giant bowl, but you might enjoy the speciality of it a bit more if 
it’s in a regular one. My favorite salad tossing bowl that I also use as a baking bowl and a food 
prep bowl and pretty much all kinds of cooking bowls is a shallow stainless steel bowl. I’ll link to 
it in the show notes, but I’ve always gotten mine at a local restaurant supply store. Pro tip! If 
you’ve never been to a restaurant supply store, you’re missing out. Stuff is high quality but not 
high priced. You’d be surprised at how many towns have one. Restaurants need supplies, so if 
you live in a place that has restaurants, you almost certainly have a restaurant supply store. 
These bowls are a great thing to get at one. I use them exclusively. I used to have those glass 
mixing bowls with the wide lip that Ina Garten uses on Barefoot Contessa, but they were 
somehow harder to clean, they were so heavy, and just not as easy to use. The stainless steel 



bowls aren’t cute or Instagram-pretty, but they’re workhorses and I love them. Toss your salad in 
one someday. 

Rule number two: Salads require contrast. The best salads have contrasting textures, 
temperatures, flavors, and even colors. Think about it like putting together an outfit or decorating 
a room or taking a photo, whatever creative medium you feel most comfortable with. You will be 
very happy with an outfit of jeans and a black t-shirt for sure, but that outfit pops if you contrast a 
feminine white necklace against that black shirt or if you put high heels on instead of tennis 
shoes with the jeans. In a room, if all the colors are the same saturation, it’s not as exciting as a 
room with pops of color or a dark wood coffee table on top of a fluffy light colored rug. In photos, 
this is huge. Photos with shadow and highlight and interesting contrasts are really pleasant to 
look at. We love contrasts, and salads are no different. You can go with a standard house salad 
with all cold crunchy things - iceberg, cherry tomatoes, cucumbers, and dressing. But if you had 
crunchy bacon, some creamy gorgonzola cheese, grilled chicken, toasted nuts, you have some 
contrasting textures and flavors and temperatures that are going to make your salad experience 
so great. I think that’s where we often go wrong with salad; there isn’t enough contrast, but we 
don’t notice it because we’re too distracted by the sadness that salad prep brings. We’ll remedy 
that with the next rule. 

Rule number three: never make just one salad. It’s too much work, y’all, so why do all that work 
for only one salad! Chopping a few extra of an ingredient is no big deal once you’re already in 
the salad zone. But let's go beyond even chopping or washing extra stuff. Actually make another 
salad. Maybe a few. The thing that makes salads gross is when the dressing sits on there too 
long, so your best bet is to either add the dressing when you actually eat the salad or layer it 
properly, and that means that dressing goes on the bottom, as far away from the greens as 
possible. Shall we talk briefly about layered salads? You might have seen salads in a mason jar 
on Pinterest. They’re adorable and easy to store and kind of inspiring when you open the fridge 
door, but you’re not supposed to eat the salad in the mason jar. That’s where they getcha. If I’m 
encouraging you to toss your salad in a big bowl, there’s no way you can toss it in a jam jar. 
Think of a jar of salad like a can of soup. You’re not going to eat the soup out of the tin can 
unless you’re in a zombie apocalypse or you’re a 1950s movie orphan. The jar of salad is just a 
pretty storage vehicle that also keeps it fresh and ready to go. So pack that salad tight, and no 
harm will befall it. And that’s how you can make more than one salad at once and save loads of 
prep time. 

Let’s run through the order of your layers.

First, dressing. Put it in the bottom of the container (a jar, a plastic container… anything tall is 
great). Putting the dressing in first keeps everything from getting limp and gross. The middle is 
honestly your call, and the top is the greens. That’s the basic order. Dressing, everything else, 
greens. There are so many salad options that it kind of depends on what you’re putting in the 
salad. Think about what you want soaking in the dressing, and that gets layered first. I love to 
put cherry tomatoes and cucumbers and raw onions on the bottom; the dressing almost 
marinates those vegetables. You could put chickpeas next to the dressing or roasting 
vegetables. I personally like to not put any protein in the dressing because it soaks it up  and 
almost changes the texture of the meat somehow? That’s just me. The only real rule is dressing 
on the bottom, greens on the top. Think about how you want the middle to jive, and you’re fine. 
The beauty of the salad jar dump is that the greens end up on the bottom of the bowl, they get 
weighted down by all the stuff, and the dressing is last and more easily tossed. You lucked into 



efficiency right there. So use the three salad rules as much as you can: toss the salad in a large 
bowl, contrast contrast contrast, and never make just one salad.

Now let’s do a quick ingredient rundown. We’ll talk about the greens briefly, and then I’ll go into 
some fun unsung topping heroes and combos that might be fun. We’ll end on dressing.

First, iceberg. It’s the most common but also mostly water. That means it has an unmatched 
crunch and shouldn’t be ignored just because it doesn’t hold as many nutrients as other greens. 
It pairs better with creamy dressings than oil-based ones, and it doesn’t respond to heat well, so 
serving it with warm ingredients doesn’t always fly. That said, stick with iceberg when you want 
a comforting salad. Creamy dressing, bacon, blue cheese… there’s a reason the wedge salad is 
iconic. Because it’s delicious. Contrast that crunchy wateryness with smooth and creamy, and 
you have magic. 

Next, romaine and leaf lettuce. They’re similar, so let’s look at them together. Romaine is the big 
brother of green leaf lettuce in that it’s stronger texturally and bolder in flavor, a bit more bitter. 
Leaf lettuce has more sweetness than romaine. Romaine is my favorite lettuce for lettuce 
wraps; it’s already in the perfect boat shape and holds up to the heat of any fillings really well. 
Leaf lettuce is my favorite for sandwiches; it still tastes like something but isn’t too assertive and 
is already kind of bread-shaped. Now for salads, they’re both great staple lettuces. Romaine 
holds up to warmer ingredients better because it has farther to go to wilt, but anytime you’re 
making a salad, these are both great choices. Plus they’re both pretty healthy, even all around 
healthier than kale believe it or not.

Speaking of kale, it’s a great salad green if used the right way. I’ll link to it in the show notes, but 
one of my favorite salads ever is from Aarti Sequeria who used to host - maybe still does host - 
a show a on The Food Network, and her first cookbook called Aarti Paarti is actually really lovely 
and includes this recipe. It’s a kale salad with a lemon vinaigrette, fresh mango, and pumpkin 
seeds. It’s magical. It uses - and all salads in my opinion should use - lucinato kale. Sometimes 
it’s called dinosaur kale or purple kale. It’s a deep green, almost purple in color, and looks like 
something you’d use to fan an Egyptian princess. And it’s delicious. The key to using kale in 
salad is to massage the dressing into the kale with your hands. It seems super weird, but kale is 
really tough and needs to be loved a little before eaten raw. Use an oil and vinegar dressing 
which is all dressings that aren’t creamy like ranch, and the vinegar especially breaks down the 
texture of the kale just enough to make it awesome. Again, I’ll link to that kale and mango salad 
so you can die and go to Indian salad heaven, but don’t be afraid of kale in salads as long as 
you use dinosaur kale and massage it first like the lettuce princess it is.

Next is my favorite - arugula. I’m obsessed with arugula. It tastes sweet with a peppery finish 
and is so good I eat it raw. Like from the farmer’s market bag as a snack. Good arugula in my 
opinion is hard to beat. It’s great piled onto sandwiches and certainly in salads. I do think that 
heat tends to mask the flavor a bit; raw arugula is far tastier than cooked or even slightly wilted. 
Of course you can use it however you’d like, but it sings as an ingredient when it’s the star. Look 
forward to this in the summer and fall: toss arugula with a dressing made from lemon juice and 
olive oil, add in some chopped farm-fresh tomatoes, the sweeter and juicier the better, use a 
vegetable peeler to shave big hunks of Parmesan on top, and die of salad happiness. It’s so 
simple but when the ingredients are fresh and awesome, you’ll want salad more than a 
hamburger. Or next to your hamburger. Let’s not get crazy. 



Next is my second favorite - napa cabbage. Y’all, I’m obsessed with Napa cabbage. It makes 
the best base for Asian-inspired salads. It’s cabbage but has a much lighter texture, thickness, 
and flavor than standard cabbage. It looks like a head of lettuce with tall hair, but you don’t have 
to buy the whole head. In most grocery stores, napa cabbage is sold by the pound. Any item 
that’s sold by the pound and not by the item can be taken apart. So if Napa cabbage is sold by 
the pound in your store, get one of those plastic produce bags and gently take off as many 
leaves as you need from the whole head. I spoke to a real grocer about it, and he said that’s 
totally great. They keep it together so it’s easier to buy by the head but also because it stays 
fresh longer. If they took all the leaves off and sold them loose, it would take up four produce 
bins and go bad in a day. Keep that in mind when your’e buying vegetables; if it’s sold by the 
pound, get however little you want. My favorite way to eat Napa cabbage is thinly sliced with 
carrots, green peppers, green onions, loads of herbs like cilantro and mint, chopped peanut, 
warm grilled chicken, and a soy and rice wine vinegar dressing. Top with crunchy sesame 
seeds, and I am a very happy human.

Two more. Spinach is a go-to salad green, but y’all does anyone else hate the texture of raw 
spinach? It coats your mouth with - there’s no other way to say it - a film that is decidedly 
unpleasant. I’m definitely a cooked spinach person and leave it out of my salad life, but the 
spinach salad is as iconic as the wedge salad so I can’t fully knock it. If you love raw spinach, 
baby spinach will leave less of that film and be a more tender texture. It also benefits from 
warmer ingredients to cook and wilt the spinach slightly unlike iceberg or green leaf. That’s why 
if you see a spinach salad with a warm bacon dressing, you’re in a for a treat. The contrast of 
bitter spinach with rich fatty ingredients like bacon, eggs - hardboiled or sunny-side up - rich 
flavorful cheeses like goat cheese and feta or with roasted or sautéed vegetables like 
mushrooms or artichokes is what makes spinach come alive as a salad green. It’s in desperate 
need of that contrast rule number two, so keep that in mind as you put your salad together. This 
is not the time for a bunch of cold crunchy vegetables; you will be sorely disappointed. 

And finally spring mix. This usually has spinach, baby green leaf lettuce, and then a ton of bitter 
bitter greens like dandelion, chicory, endive, and radicchio. I think the reason they make that mix 
is because people like convenience and are willing to deal with all the bitterness inside that 
plastic clamshell container. Now, I do enjoy spring mix when it’s contrasted with the right things, 
but this is why that second rule is so important. If you don’t contrast and balance out all that 
intense bitterness, you’re not going to enjoy your salad. If you toss spring mix with a tangy 
vinaigrette, there’s not enough roundness in your salad. There’s nothing to anchor it down. All 
those tangy bitter flavors bounce around your mouth like intense fireworks with nothing to 
mellow it out. So if you find yourself reaching for spring mix because you should be eating more 
salad but never find yourself enjoying that salad, that’s probably why. There’s not enough 
balance. Think cheese, nuts, and bright herbs like basil, mint, and tarragon to help it out.

So that’s the lowdown on greens. Now I’ve said several times that you want to avoid a salad 
with just a bunch of bright crunchy vegetables, and while that’s true, let’s me break that down a 
bit as we go into some topping ideas and salad’s unsung heroes. Think about eating a plate of 
bright crunchy vegetables in stick form. Carrots, green peppers, cucumbers, etc. When you eat 
them alone, they’re fine, but when you dip them in ranch or French onion dip? Gracious. And it’s 
not simply that putting something fatty on anything makes it better. That’s not entirely true in this 
scenario. Crunchy, bitter, watery, raw vegetables are better served with a little creamy contrast, 
whether fatty or not. Hummus is a great example of a non-fatty creamy pairing. Our mouths and 
brains love contrasted textures and flavors, so I think that all salads benefit from them. This is 



why a simple green salad at a restaurant with just spring mix greens, cherry tomatoes, 
cucumber, sliced green pepper, and Italian dressing is fine but feels a little sad. A green house 
salad is like Matt Saracen from Friday Night Lights. Sturdy, dependable, perfectly fine, but 
makes questionable pairings sometimes with Julie. A well contrasted salad is for sure Tim 
Riggins. All of these dissonant parts that come together into smokin’ hot bowl of perfection. Matt 
Saracen is fine and what you might need sometimes, but if you’re eating salad especially as a 
meal, you want Tim Riggins.

So how do we make a Tim Riggins salad? A Tim Riggins salad is oozing with contrast. You need 
the bad boy and the little brother who’s just trying to measure up and the strong talented football 
player who also shows up late because he’s afraid of his own potential. Contrast, y’all. So let’s 
get detailed. Let’s talk crunchy stuff first. There are two different kinds of crunchy - crisp crunchy 
like raw vegetables and crunchy crunchy like nuts and croutons. Sometimes you need both 
kinds of crunchy, but every salad needs at least one. Now you want to contrast that crunchiness 
with creaminess, and you can get that with more than ranch dressing. Creamy dressings are 
definitely magical, but you can also get creaminess from cheese, beans, and even things like 
roasted sweet potatoes. Incredibly creamy and delightful in salads.

Now there’s an interesting category of food that isn’t talked about often, and that’s volume. Not 
math volume, like how much space something takes up but flavor volume, almost like on your 
radio. Some foods are quiet and others are loud. Bibb lettuce is quiet. Radicchio is loud. 
Radicchio is that purple stuff in salad mixes. It’s a super bitter cabbage, and you know when it’s 
in your salad because it’s really loud. So you want to have contrasting volumes as well. If you 
have a salad of all quiet things, it’ll be a boring salad. If you have a salad with all loud things, 
you’ll want to die because your tastebuds will have nowhere to get a break. So when you’re 
putting together your Tim Riggins salad, think about what flavors are louder than others and 
make sure there’s a balance. I’d rather have a salad that’s too loud than one that’s too quiet, so 
a quiet salad is iceberg lettuce, carrots, chicken, and Thousand Island dressing. Everything is 
pretty quiet; there’s nothing exciting that pops out, so don’t forget about volume. 
Another place to get contrast is in temperature. Having a mix of cold, room temperature, and 
even warm foods makes for a lovely, interesting salad. If you’re overwhelmed by all the things to 
consider in your salad, really just start with a green and a main ingredient and built out from 
there. Do you have romaine in the fridge and some leftover steak? How can you add some 
creaminess? How can you add some crunch? Steak and lettuce aren’t terribly loud, so maybe 
consider a bright dressing made with lime, some crumbled tortilla chips, and warm, creamy 
black beans. It doesn’t have to be complicated, and thankfully it also doesn’t have to be 
measured. Salads don’t require perfectly measured ingredients; you can play around and not 
end up in the danger zone.

Okay, now let’s talk about specific ingredients! This won’t take long because we’ve laid so much 
groundwork on what the ingredients will do for your salad. Some unsung heroes? Roasted 
vegetables. Y’all. You haven’t lived until you’ve had a salad with roasted vegetables. Sweet 
potatoes, brussels sprouts, broccoli, green beans… delightful. They offer warmth, a deeper 
flavor from the roasting, depth from the fact that they were roasted in fat, medium volume, and 
texture that still has a bite to it but not just crunchy raw. Start putting roasted vegetables in your 
salads.



Canned beans are also great in salads. Chickpeas are a personal favorite. They add 
creaminess, a quiet volume to contrast anything loud you want to add, and they can be served 
at any temperature. 

Grains! Cooked grains are such an unsung hero in salads. I don’t like quinoa alone; the flavor is 
too loud for me. But if I pair that loud flavor with contrasting volumes, textures, and 
temperatures, I have a salad I want to eat. Quinoa with big chunks of creamy feta, roasted 
cherry tomatoes, fresh cucumber, and fresh mint is fantastic. Serve it with a piece of pita or 
naan you stash in the freezer, and you have a lunch you’ll look forward to.

Grilled or caramelized vegetables are awesome, too. If you grill zucchini or slabs of onion or 
corn on the cob for dinner and have some leftover, save those puppies and make a salad the 
next day! They give great texture, such a deep flavor without being too loud, and you’re still 
getting vegetables without them being all raw and crunchy. 

Animals proteins of course. Grilled chicken, steak, salmon, hardboiled eggs, bacon… you can’t 
go wrong adding one or more of those to a salad to give some lovely depth. Salads with bacon 
are always more satisfying obviously.

Cheese! Yes, we know the bags of shredded cheese. I personally prefer blocks of cheese 
because they’re creamier and don’t have a coating on them to get the grated pieces from 
sticking together. That said, we all know about cheddar, blue cheese, and maybe feta. Consider 
goat cheese, diced brie, fresh mozzarella, giant shavings of Parmesan or asiago or other hard 
cheeses. Y’all know I’m a pretty frugal person, but buying the tiniest bit of great cheese will do 
wonders for your meals, especially your salads. Aldi has a surprising collection of cheeses that 
are tiny portions, not those huge hunks at CostCo, and they’re a great price. 

Nuts and seeds! Toasted have more flavor, but don’t let that stop you. Sunflower seeds, 
pumpkin seeds, sesame seeds, pecans, walnuts, almonds, even peanuts in Asian inspired 
salads! Such a great addition. 
Fruit! Dried and fresh are both great. You get sweetness and tartness for sure, and depending 
on what you choose, you have lots of texture options, too. Dried cranberries are a favorite of 
course, also apples, pears, clementine or mandarin pieces, grapes, berries… fruits are such a 
great addition to salads. An arugula salad with blueberries, goat cheese, and walnuts? You 
guys. Magical.

Avocado. Not an unsung hero. It’s a major salad hero. Let’s think about why. It’s creamy, it has a 
quiet volume, it’s cold, and it goes with a ton of different flavors. Works equally well in Asian 
salads to Tex-Mex to a standard cobb. Be sure to add a little salt to your avocado before tossing 
it in your salad, and all will be well. 

Quickly about dressings. Eat what’s delicious. Make your own, and don’t be ashamed to buy all 
the bottles. If you find a dressing you love, it’ll make you far more likely to make a salad and 
actually enjoy it. So eat what you love whether you made it or not. That’s all I have to say about 
that. 

We all have such varied tastes and preferences and access to ingredients, so we won’t do 
anymore specific combinations. But do this. This is your podcast homework. Google or look on 
Pinterest for salad recipes. Read a few ingredient lists and try and figure out if it’s a good salad. 



I shared the post How to Tell If a Recipe Is Any Good this month that I’ll link to in the show 
notes, and it helps you tell if just about any recipe is a good one. Listening to this episode has 
done the same thing for when you come across salad recipes. Look at the contrast. Texture, 
temperature, volume. If the list is all crunchy stuff, consider how you can add some creaminess 
to it. Or notice recipes that sound amazing and why. If you just start paying attention to the 
contrast, you’ll up your salad game in a huge way.

Okay, before we go, let’s do the lazy genius tip of the week. The most likely way to eat your 
salad is to have your lettuce washed and ready, and the best way to keep it lasting a long time 
is to do the following. Run a sink of cold water. Take apart the leaves or dump the greens in the 
water. Swish it around to knock off all the dirt; it’ll fall right to the bottom of the sink which 
doesn’t always happen if you just rinse the lettuce under water. Spin your lettuce dry - I’ll link to 
a favorite salad spinner in the show notes - or you can put a handful inside a dishtowel and spin 
it around. Just do that by the sink or your floors will get a shower. Then lay the greens in one 
layer on a layer of paper towels.You can stack layers - paper towel, greens, paper towel, greens 
- and then loosely roll those paper towels together. Pop them in a ziplock bag, and your greens 
will stay fresh for at least a week if not two. It’s absolutely worth taking ten minutes to prep your 
greens than spend four dollars every week on a head of lettuce that just gives you an extra 
chore of cleaning out your produce drawer because it’s covered in decrepit lettuce remains. 
That ten minutes of genius makes for lazy salad making for days of lunches and dinners. 

Okay, that’ll do it for today! Remember to check out the show notes at 
thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/salad, and join me this Thursday on Instagram around 
12:15pmEST. I’m @thelazygenius, and I’ll answer all your salad questions. And those 
conversations only last 24 hours on Instagram, but I am now putting them on YouTube usually 
within 24-48 hours of being live. If you miss it on Instagram or want to remember something 
awhile later, you can access them there! So come join me Thursday to talk salad combos or 
look at the show notes on late Thursday or Friday to watch and get some salad combo ideas. 

Okay, guys, thanks for listening and for sharing these episodes with your people. I’m so glad to 
have you as fellow Lazy Geniuses! Until next time, be a genius about the things that matter and 
lazy about the things that don’t. Bye, guys!

http://thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/salad

