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		Quechua woman walking in the salt terraces of Maras, Peru (see here)

	

	
The Wide World of Salt

	Salt is as familiar as water and the air we breathe, and it’s just as essential to us. Salt is our most important ingredient, the only food that we all need.

	These days we are able to take salt for granted. Modern production techniques and transportation have made salt both plentiful and inexpensive. Our forebears weren’t so lucky: salt was scarce and often heavily taxed. Families depended on salt for preserving food (for example, large catches of fish, the cabbage harvest, the meat from the pig that was butchered in late autumn) so that they had a supply to last them through lean times. Salt was an essential tool for preserving then, and it still is. 

	This book celebrates salt’s essential role in helping us make the best use of our food by preserving it and enhancing it, so that it not only keeps well but also tastes delicious.

	In the first part of the book, The Salt Larder, I take you on a journey through the realms of salt preservation, to explore techniques and foods that cooks have developed over the centuries as brilliant solutions to the twin problems of food scarcity and food oversupply. I’ve included recipes for many salt-preserved foods that are easy and fun to make at home, along with descriptions and information about others that you can buy ready-made. In the second part, From Larder to Table, you’ll find recipes for simple dishes that make use of salt-preserved ingredients in many enticing ways. 

	All warm-blooded animals need salt to survive, and because salt is not distributed evenly throughout the world, humans and animals have to seek it out. Archaeological remains show evidence of salt trading and salt travel among the earliest peoples. And once humans developed agriculture and large settled communities, control of salt and trading for salt became both causes of conflict and major sources of revenue. 

	My research for this book transported me to many places and took me time-traveling to many other eras. The field of salt archaeology has developed over the last thirty years, generating research and papers about early peoples and salt technologies in many parts of the world (you’ll find some of these papers and other works listed in the Resources). It’s a fascinating field. 

	Another resource for salt history is older cookbooks. They are a reminder of how much salt-dependent food preserving went on until relatively recently, when refrigeration became widely available. I learned so much from these books, from Dorothy Hartley’s Food of England, which takes us back to nineteenth-century practices and wisdom, to William Shurtleff and Akiko Aoyagi’s groundbreaking Book of Miso and Book of Tofu; Catherine Parr Traill’s freshly edited and reissued 1854 cookbook for settlers in Canada, The Female Emigrant’s Guide; and Jane Grigson’s Charcuterie, published more than fifty years ago (see the Resources for these books and more). 

	We walk in others’ footsteps. We reinvent the wheel in some ways in each generation, most often without knowing that we are doing so. In salt terms, the recent rise of interest in fermentation and in specialized artisanal salts is a good example. None of this is completely new, it’s just new to those of us who were not aware of the historical context. I’m pleased that we’re retrieving and honoring long-standing knowledge and putting into practice some of the insights that our forebears gained in earlier times. I hope that this book will help home cooks and professionals alike discover that making salt-preserved foods is easy and interesting, and that salt-preserved foods of all kinds, both homemade and store-bought, can transform our cooking. 

	Salt Places

	While salt occurs in various forms in numerous regions around the world, some regions have none. That unequal distribution of salt has led to trade and cultural exchange as well as to all kinds of hardship. There are salt stories almost everywhere, some of them about plenty, many about scarcity. 

	All salt originates in the ocean, but some of it was deposited long ago in what is now dry land. That is what we refer to as rock salt, or halite. It is found underground as solid crystals or dissolved in groundwater in the form of salt springs or salt wells.

	Humans have been seeking out salt and evaporating salty water to get salt for thousands of years. Since animals seek salt too, people have long followed the cues from animals to find salty places. Whether from seawater (the oceans are on average 3.5 percent salt) or inland and/or underground sources, salt must be extracted, and that almost always requires an energy source to evaporate the water the salt is dissolved in. Over millennia, people have figured out many ingenious ways of doing so.

	Along seacoasts, people learned to create shallow ponds for seawater so that the sun—i.e., solar energy—would evaporate the water until the salt precipitated out. The most well known of these are on the Atlantic coast of France, in the Mediterranean (for example, at Trapani in Sicily and Malta’s Gozo Island), and in the Rann of Khatch, but there are many more. In less sunny climates, such as those of coastal Japan or Oregon or England’s Essex County, where there is not adequate solar energy for evaporation, the seawater has to be boiled over fires powered by wood or natural gas or coal to precipitate out the salt.
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		“Flor de sal” from Maras, Peru

	

	Inland, where there are salt wells and springs, the salty brine is pumped up to the surface and then boiled in large containers over fires. Less frequently—for example, on solar evaporation terraces in Maras, near Cusco, Peru, and in Añana in the Basque Country—solar energy is used to evaporate the water from salt springs.

	Inland salt is also found in the form of salt lakes or salt crusts in arid places, such as much of Utah, the Tibetan plateau, the Danakil Depression in Ethiopia, central Iran, and a few locations in the Sahel and Sahara in Africa. The salt from these desert-area deposits at the edges of salt lakes or in hollows where salt lakes once existed can often be extracted without special machinery; the salt is there for the taking. 

	There are also large deposits of salt underground in Poland, Colombia, New York State, Ontario, Pakistan, and many more places. This salt has historically been extracted with pick and shovel, as still happens in the small salt mines in the Atlas Mountains in Morocco. But in most mines, machines now do the excavating. These days much extraction of underground salt deposits is by solution: Water is injected into the ground, the salt dissolves in the water, and then the brine is pumped out and filtered to remove impurities before being boiled (these days in a vacuum to make the process more efficient). The water evaporates, leaving the salt behind.

	You’ll find descriptions of salt places and salt history in stories and photographs throughout this book and some more technical explanations at the back of the book (see here). For further explorations of salt history, chemistry, and salt preservation, have a look at some of the references in the Resources.

	Fermentation

	When the idea for this book first came to me, it felt exciting and full of promise. And as I progressed into recipe explorations, I realized that a book about salt is inevitably also a book about fermentation. It’s the careful use of salt that permits us to preserve foods safely through fermentation. By preventing the development of unwelcome bacteria, salt enables fermentation by lactic acid bacteria (LAB). And because salt makes an inhospitable environment for spoilage bacteria, it is a primary tool for preserving food and ensuring food security.

	Fermentation has become a big theme in the food world in recent years. But it has in fact underpinned food processing, and hence human survival, for millennia. We’re only now returning to an appreciation of its remarkable impact on flavor and nutrition. And that has led to a growing fascination with the process of fermentation and an exploration of the many ways it can be used in both home kitchens and restaurants.

	Fermentation involves the transformation of plant or animal materials by bacteria or yeasts, small microscopic actors that break down organic material as they feed on it. Bacterial activity lowers the pH level of most foods to 4.5 or 4.0, creating a more acidic environment. Yeasts thrive in an acidic environment and bring flavor. Examples of the process include the fermentation of fruit into alcoholic drinks such as wine or cider; of grains into leavened bread or beer; of beans and grains into miso; of raw meat into cured products; of fish and seafood into shrimp paste or fish sauce; and of milk into cheese. Much fermentation is anaerobic, meaning that it takes place in an environment that has no oxygen. (The absence of oxygen prevents the growth of some bacteria while encouraging the development of yeasts and other helpful organisms.) 

	Kitchen Anxieties and Kitchen Tools

	Many of us are anxious when we embark on a new technique. That anxiety can be magnified when the outcome lies days or weeks or months away, as it does with many salt-preserved foods. We can’t adjust the seasoning as we go, as we could for a salad or a soup. And we won’t know for some time how well our efforts have succeeded. It’s a familiar and age-old reflex, like hesitating before jumping into cold water.

	I felt that anxiety hovering when I was starting work on the preserving recipes for this book. What if my kimchi didn’t work? Or my salt pork? It was important to look myself in the eye and say firmly, “Well, then, there will be a bit of food wasted. But I’ll have learned something, and I’ll be able to pass it on.” 

	The testing that went into these recipes should save you from a lot of such worries. You can rely on the recipe instructions and measurements. And that brings me to tools—specifically, kitchen scales. I usually hesitate to ask people to use specialized equipment. I believe in improvising and working freely. But with salt preserving, kitchen scales are important, because exact measuring is important.

	I urge you to get yourself two scales: a regular kitchen scale that measures up to one kilogram/two pounds or more and a scale that can measure as little as tenths of a gram, often called a jeweler’s scale. You’ll find it relaxing to be able to rely on exact measurements. 

	Precise measurements are needed when salt is used for preservation, especially for meat, where the proportion of salt to the basic ingredients and/or water is critical. Another reason to get a jeweler’s scale is that salts differ widely, so that a given volume of some salts will weigh less than others. For example, fine table salt is generally heavier per volume than coarse salt; and even within those two categories, there are large variations. 

	It’s the weight of salt, not the volume, that tells you how much salty flavor you are adding. The differences aren’t as critical when you’re talking about single spoonfuls, but with any larger volumes, small differences add up to something significant. To give you an idea of the range: ¼ cup kosher salt weighs from 45 to 62 grams, depending on the brand, while ¼ cup fine table salt weighs about 75 grams. And the same volume of some flake salt weighs only 32 grams. 


	
		
Part One

		
The Salt Larder

		In past times, people who faced the chore of putting up crocks and jars of salted meat or kimchi or sauerkraut for the winter had to get it right the first time. The job of preserving much of their food for the next five to ten months by salting and brining was actually a matter of life and death for many. Knowledge was passed down through the generations, and people learned by doing.

		Adapting traditional recipes to the smaller quantities that seem practical today has been a reminder to me to feel grateful that I live in an easier time. Preserving food is far less fraught now. If I mess up, I won’t starve, nor will my family. The worst that can happen is that I waste a little food. I can go out and buy another cabbage or piece of pork belly and try again. 

		But as I make pancetta or kimchi or miso and then later turn to it, in my salt larder stash, to use in my cooking, there’s a great sense of satisfaction. It comes from feeling a greater autonomy—I’m taking control of more of my food supply by doing my own processing—and also from the realization that I can now explore all kinds of cooking with a larder that is richer in flavor and possibility.

		When I preserve food this way, I feel that I’m in conversation with, and learning from, cooks and dairymaids, farmwives and charcutiers, and many others past and present who have worked with, and still work with, salted foods. I’m grateful to them all.

		Engaging with salt-preserved ingredients can be life-changing; it has been for me. It has given me real respect for our forebears, and it has enriched my kitchen and my cooking. Instead of a huge larder and cold cellar full of a winter’s worth of salted meats and brined vegetables, though, as I might, with luck, have had in centuries past, I have a “flavor larder”—small amounts of salted flavorings and salt-preserved ingredients that I can rely on to enhance my cooking. There’s a feeling of wealth when I put up sauerkraut or miso or salted lemons or salt pork: all that real food and flavor, made from scratch and so useful.

		Many of these foods are delicious on their own, as well as part of that larder of flavors that can be used to heighten a meal or a dish. In the second part of this book, From Larder to Table, you’ll find recipes that make wonderful use of the ingredients in The Salt Larder. 
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		Black salt (kala namak) in two forms: finely ground and in large pebbles (see here)

	

	
Salts & Salting

	We have an intimate relationship with salt, grain by grain, in our fingers as a pinch, between our teeth as we bite into a crystal, on our tongue as it melts. We have salts we prefer, salts we seek out.

	The variety of salts available today to cooks in the developed world would have astonished our forebears. The differences in their tastes and textures are subtle but marked. There’s the intense harsh saltiness of refined sea salt, pure white sodium chloride with all impurities removed, in contrast to the more complex taste of “raw” (unrefined) salt from land or sea, whether gray or white or pink. Coarse pickling salt has medium even crystals. Coarse sea salt crystals are generally larger, and sometimes irregular in shape. Table salt is quick to dissolve and doesn’t cake or clump. It’s worlds away in flavor and texture from the cracking, melting fragility, and delicate aroma of the flat crystals of the flake salts often referred to as fleur de sel.

	
What Does Salt Do?

	The salt that we depend on to season our food and to maintain our health is sodium chloride; NaCl is its chemical formula. One molecule of salt is about 40 percent sodium and 60 percent chlorine by weight. In our bodies, sodium is an electrolyte that controls fluid balance and is necessary for the transmission of electrical impulses in our nerves and muscles. Sea salt or salt from underground deposits may contain small amounts (up to 10 percent) of other salts, mainly potassium chloride, calcium chloride, and magnesium chloride. 

	Salt is a key to flavor and, in some dishes, to texture. It heightens flavors, lessens bitter elements, and enhances sweetness. In food preservation, it’s a contributor to the processes that give fermented and cured foods their enticing umami flavor.

	But how does salt enhance or heighten flavors? Scientists tell us that sodium stimulates the sensors in our taste buds, or awakens them, you could say, so that they are more sensitive to other flavors in food. Without salt, more subtle flavors often go undetected. That’s why unsalted food tastes flat. 

	The exception to this is bitter: salt mutes our receptors for bitter flavors. This is one of salt’s gifts to us in the mouth: by lessening bitter tastes, it allows other tastes (often sweet) to become more noticeable. Why do we salt greens? Originally it must have been as a way of making them taste less bitter. (The English word salad has its root in the Latin term for salt or salted: salata.) We salt eggplant, and the salt mutes the eggplant’s bitterness, as well as draws out bitter liquid. That’s also the reason why the pinch of salt traditionally added to campfire coffee (where the coffee boils in a pot of water until strong and dark) makes it less bitter. 

	When salt is added to vegetables or meats, it draws out water, and that frees some of the aroma molecules. For example, when we add salt to chopped scallions, they start to smell stronger because as the salt draws out water, some of the volatile aroma molecules are released and then reach our noses. Since what we taste comes partly from our sense of smell, this is another reason why salted food has more flavor. And it’s also a reason for holding back and doing a final salting just before serving, so that appetizing aromas will be released as the food comes to the table.

	Salt also serves as an antibacterial agent by drawing water out of plant or animal tissues so that pathogens cannot flourish. (This is true for bacterial cells also; through osmosis, salt draws water from these cells, causing them to die.) After light salting, chopped vegetables such as cabbage, cucumber, and radishes lose water and become inhospitable to all but the friendly, naturally occurring lactic acid bacteria that make fermentation happen. The result is preserved vegetables with enhanced flavor (think sauerkraut or kimchi). In contrast, heavy salting of vegetables draws out most of their liquid and the salt then dissolves in it to make a very salty brine that prevents the growth of all bacteria so that no fermentation will take place. The brine is reabsorbed by the vegetables, which will stay crisp and well preserved in sealed containers for a long time. 

	Salt’s effect on the texture of foods is noticeable in a number of situations, from bread-making to pre-salting meats. Apart from the traditional salt-free bread of Tuscany, leavened bread all over the world is generally made with some salt. In addition to adding taste, the salt slows down the growth of the yeasts and also strengthens the gluten strands in wheat and rye doughs so that the dough can rise and hold its shape. 

	Salting leafy vegetables briefly to draw out liquid (rubbing salt into kale leaves, for example) causes them to wilt and become more tender. 

	Salting meat or poultry before cooking causes excess water to be drawn out and firms the flesh, intensifying flavors. Brining meat by immersing it in salted water for a longer period before cooking seasons the interior of the meat as well. 

	Taste and Aroma

	The differences in taste among various salts are often extremely subtle. In many cases, it’s only when you taste them side by side that you can clearly note what distinguishes one from another. 

	The way in which sea salt is produced has an effect on both its taste and its texture. Seawater contains trace amounts of calcium, magnesium, and potassium, as well as sodium chloride, and so do many rock salts (since they originated in ancient seabeds). Phytoplankton and other microscopic creatures found in salty water can also affect the taste and color of salt. 

	The crystals of unrefined sea salts from different salt producers have discernibly different tastes and characteristics. Some of this depends on their place of origin and the water in which they were dissolved, and some on the technique used by the people who produced the salt (by solar evaporation or boiling or a combination), as well as on their skill and judgment. Those differences involve both taste and the shape of the crystals; see more on texture below. 

	In Tokyo, I visited a remarkable store called Ma-Suya that carries many kinds of salt, a place to test and taste as much salt as you are able to handle. As with trying perfume, most people, including me, hit their tasting/testing limit pretty quickly. It was rather overwhelming. I ended up trying only six or seven and then opting to buy just four.

	I did ask myself what I was looking for, apart from the chance to see how many salts there were in the store. Yes, I could taste differences between them, but what difference would the taste of a particular salt make in my own cooking? With rare exceptions, the role of salt is not to be tasted on its own as the star of the show but instead to alter and enhance the foods it is added to. Salt plays a supporting role, an essential one, it is true, but like a good actor, its job is to blend seamlessly, to be there, but not so obtrusively that it becomes too noticeable, or the main flavor. 

	Nevertheless, the taste and smell of some salts can give us enormous pleasure. The aroma of unrefined solar-evaporated sea salt is evanescent. You get a tantalizing whiff of it when you open a sealed container, but it’s so delicate that it’s quickly overcome by the taste and smell of any food you sprinkle it on. Still, the gift of that aroma is one good reason for using natural sea salt. 

	For the eater and, in some ways, for the cook, the finishing salt is the most important. You want the crunch of fleur de sel, perhaps, or the color of a tinted salt. Or maybe the aroma of the sea, or of a flavored salt such as vanilla salt (see here) or spruce tips salt (see here). All these are useful for finishing, for being noticed as you bring a mouthful of food up to your mouth and then take it in. That’s when aroma is most important. 

	I have come to love the clean taste of salt evaporated from the cold waters of the northern Pacific and northern Atlantic, from Iceland and Ireland to Oregon, Nova Scotia, and Vancouver Island. It’s especially noticeable when flake salt is sprinkled on at the last moment by the cook or at the table, for then, with luck, the flakes stay intact long enough that you taste the individual salt crystals as you crunch down on them. 

	I was introduced to sea salt when I lived in France for a year as a teenager. I tasted salt from the Guérande and from the Ile de Ré, both on France’s Atlantic coast. My preferred unrefined sea salt, both coarse and fine, is still the gray salt from that coast. Madame J, who cooked wonderful meals for her pensionnaires, including me, would deftly add a pinch of fine sea salt to finish a dish, or a spoonful of coarser salt to a pot of soup. None of those salts had the off-putting smell or taste of the iodized table salt that my mother used and that is still the standard in many kitchens in Canada and the US. 
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		At Wajima market, on Japan’s Noto Peninsula, you’re invited to taste salt.

	

	Texture and Weight

	Texture is easier to talk about than taste, which can be so subjective. 

	The texture of a given salt is determined during its harvesting and/or production. Crystal shape and size depend on the methods used to evaporate the seawater and process the salt. Salt that rises to the surface of the brine during solar evaporation, if undisturbed by wind, can form large, flat crystals—e.g., fleur de sel. Salt that is evaporated by boiling the brine in vats can also be gently simmered toward the end of the process to produce a flake salt like fleur de sel. Apart from artisanally produced salts, though, most salt is machine-processed after evaporation or extraction to create evenly sized grains or crystals—fine, medium, or coarse—and crystals with distinctive shapes or properties. 

	Crystal shape and size affect many things: the feel of the salt between your thumb and finger when you take a pinch; the size of pinch you take; the speed with which the salt dissolves in liquid; and, importantly, how much a given volume of salt weighs, which is actually another way of saying how much saltiness a tablespoon of that salt will add. The texture of salt you prefer will depend on what you’re using it for as well as on your own kitchen habits.

	Feel, and judging your pinch of salt 

	Medium-sized salt crystals, such as those of kosher salt or coarse pickling salt, are the easiest to pick up quickly as a pinch between your thumb and forefinger. That’s why I generally use coarse pickling salt when adding a pinch of salt. For the same reason, many chefs choose kosher salt in the kitchen because its industrially produced crystals are medium to large, easy to pick up, and of even size, so a pinch gives a consistent amount of saltiness. Fine salt can be trickier because it can stick to your fingers, especially if it’s unrefined sea salt. Coarse unrefined sea salt, and many flake salts, have irregularly sized crystals, which can make them uncomfortable to pick up and also make it difficult to judge amounts consistently.

	Dissolving speed 

	Large crystals generally dissolve more slowly than small grains of salt. (Large crystals used to be called “corns,” which is how corned beef got its name.) Old-style salt cures, sometimes known as salt-box cures, in which the meat is buried in salt for a number of days, traditionally used very coarse salt because it was cheaper. Kosher salt, the salt used for koshering—the process in the Jewish tradition of drawing the blood out of freshly slaughtered meat—is somewhat different. It’s not intended to infuse meat with flavor but to create a salty environment at the meat’s surface that will draw out liquids through osmosis. Its crystals cling easily to the surface of the meat.

	Sometimes you want the salt to dissolve as quickly as possible. That’s true when you’re fine-tuning the seasoning of a dish as it finishes cooking. You want the adjustment to dissolve right into the dish, so fine salt is the best choice. And when you’re baking, whether it’s bread or pastry or cakes or cookies, you want to use fine salt, which will dissolve evenly into the dough or batter. When you add salt to a pot of water for cooking pasta, or when you’re salting the cooking water for potatoes or other vegetables, it will dissolve more quickly if you add it once the water is hot. And you don’t want large salt crystals sitting on the bottom of the pot, so avoid coarse unrefined sea salt, which often takes longer to dissolve. I find fine sea salt or fine or coarse pickling salt are both good choices here.

	When you’re sprinkling a finishing salt onto food as you serve it, you don’t want it to dissolve but instead to keep its delicate crunch and to have its flavor still concentrated, so that your guests get an intense little hit of salt with their first bite. A good choice here is flake salt, a colored salt, or, perhaps, a smoked salt—or one of the flavored salts in the following chapter. 

	When you’re doing a salt cure of meat or vegetables with a measured amount of salt, the salt starts drawing liquid out of the meat or vegetables. Fine salt crystals will dissolve in that liquid, making a brine, a little more quickly than coarse crystals will, though that difference is usually inconsequential. 

	To recap, the pinch of salt used to adjust the seasoning as you finish cooking should be a fine salt that dissolves quickly, and it should be a salt with which you’re familiar so that you know how much salt flavor you’re delivering in that pinch. Salt sprinkled on at the last minute to give surface crunch or a quick salt hit as part of the dish (or put out at the table as a condiment) should be a flake salt, unrefined fine sea salt, or, perhaps, a colored salt. A generous spoonful of salt tossed into the water when you are cooking pasta or boiling potatoes should be an inexpensive refined salt, which in my case is coarse pickling salt, my generic kitchen salt. 

	Custom and habit play a big role in my salt usage and preferences. There may well be other salts I would like as much as those that I have in my kitchen, but the familiarity of the ones I know is important to me. You may feel the same way. I am used to judging how much salt to use in a given situation by eye and by feel. I do believe that because we so often use our fingers to add salt, that act becomes a question of intimacy, of intimate physical knowledge and connection. That’s why switching to another salt can feel disorienting. 

	Weight, density, and saltiness 

	Crystal size and shape affect the density of a salt—in other words, how much a given volume of salt weighs. Density varies widely among different salts. Because it is the weight of the salt that determines how much sodium a given volume of salt contains, and thus the amount of salty taste it will add, using volume measures for salt rather than weighing it can give wildly different results. Table salt tends to be the densest (heaviest per volume) because of the shape of the crystals, which pack tightly together. Flake salts are the lightest (least dense), because their large irregular crystals don’t pack tightly, leaving gaps in the measuring cup or spoon.

	When the volume in question is small—a teaspoon, say—such variations are less important. But when you’re working with larger amounts, for example, ¼ cup or more, these differences matter. This is why it’s especially important to measure salt by weight rather than by volume when preserving and pickling, especially if the quantities are significant. These preservation techniques rely on the taste and antibacterial strength given by the sodium, and that amount, which needs to be reliable and consistent, will vary if you measure the salt by volume. 

	If you always use the same salt, you’ll have developed an intuitive sense of how much you need to add to a soup, for example, as you adjust the seasoning. But when you’re doing salt-curing, or following a recipe that’s new to you, or using a salt that is new to you, it’s best to measure salt by weight rather than by volume. That’s where your jeweler’s scale (see here) can be a reassuring tool.

	
		
			
			
			
		
		
			
					
					Salt Measures and Weights

				
			

			
					
					
					1 tablespoon

				
					
					1/4 cup

				
			

			
					
					Iodized table salt

				
					
					19 grams

				
					
					76 grams

				
			

			
					
					Unrefined sea salt (such as Noirmoutier) 

				
			

			
					
					fine

					coarse

				
					
					11 grams

					13 grams

				
					
					45 grams

					52 grams

				
			

			
					
					Refined sea salt 

				
			

			
					
					fine

					coarse

				
					
					15 grams

					17.5 grams

				
					
					60 grams

					70 grams

				
			

			
					
					Pickling salt 

				
			

			
					
					fine

					coarse

				
					
					14 grams

					16 grams

				
					
					56 grams

					65 grams

				
			

			
					
					Kosher salt

				
			

			
					
					Diamond Crystal

					Morton’s

				
					
					11 grams

					15.5 grams

				
					
					45 grams

					62 grams

				
			

			
					
					Flake salts

				
			

			
					
					Maldon

					Sal de Añana “flor de sal” 

				
					
					12 grams

					7 grams

				
					
					48 grams

					29 grams
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	Salts and Salt Terms 

	Alaea salt: This red salt from the Hawaiian island of Kauai is colored by the addition of the red volcanic clay called alae, which contains iron oxide (hence the color) and various minerals. 

	Black salt: True black salt, known in Hindi as kala namak, comes mainly from Central India and from Pakistan. Large crystals of it are charcoal-colored to black, but when it’s finely ground, it has a pinkish hue. It has a sulfurous aroma. Other “black salts” are colored with the addition of charcoal.

	Blue salt: A rare and expensive salt from Iran, blue salt is mined in the Albourz Mountains east of Tehran. Its blue tint comes from the potassium chloride in the rocks in which it is found.
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	Coarse salt: Coarse salt, or gros sel in French, refers to large crystals of salt that may be manufactured and regular in shape or, if unrefined sea salt, rough and irregular. 

	Colored salts: Pure salt crystals are white. Colored salts are usually tinted by other earth substances, local silt, or trace elements. The pink salt from Khewra Mine in Pakistan, for example, is tinted by trace minerals (see Pink salt, below). Some salt is colored by the production process, such as the gray sea salt from the Guérande and pink salt from Maras, which pick up color from the clay in the evaporation basins. In other cases, the salt is mixed with a coloring material after it has been extracted. Other salts are colored by the addition of various ingredients for flavor and sometimes to make them more eye-catching as a finishing salt. 

	Fine salt: Fine salt refers to the small size of the salt crystals. There are refined and unrefined versions of fine salt; table salt is a fine salt, for example. The crystals of most fine salts pack tightly together, so that in general a measured volume of fine salt weighs more than the same volume of a medium or coarse salt.

	Finishing salt: Finishing salts are intended to be sprinkled on a dish just before it is served and they are meant to be noticed, because of their distinctive color or texture. Flake salts and colored salts are both used as finishing salts.
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	Flake salt, fleur de sel: Flake salts are defined by the shape of their crystals, which can be flat and quite brittle, or pyramid-shaped. Most flake salts are modern versions of the traditional fragile salt flake crystals called fleur de sel. This French term translates literally as as “flower of salt,” and it was originally a description of the lacy-looking flat salt crystals that float on the surface of a saturated seawater brine as it evaporates slowly in traditional evaporation ponds. It’s an ancient form of salt that is traditionally gathered by hand because of its fragility. Fleur de sel (known in Spanish and Portuguese as flor de sal) is produced in places with an ancient sea salt history, such as the Guérande and the Ile de Ré on the western coast of France, as well as a number of saltworks on the coasts of Portugal and Spain. 

	Producers in many places, using more modern methods of salt production, make flake salts that mimic the texture of fleur de sel crystals more or less successfully. There’s a narrow band of size and thickness that is ideal for flake salt. You want a slightly pyramidal crystal, not too thick, so that you can crush it with your fingers if you wish, or crunch it between your teeth, without getting too strong a dose of salt.

	Flake salts and fleur de sel are used as finishing salts to add a hit of salty crunch to a dish. 

	Flake salts command a premium price; true fleur de sel is even pricier. 
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	Gray salt: Often called by its French name, sel gris, this is unrefined sea salt that gets its color from the clay that lines the evaporation basins on the western Atlantic coast of France. There’s also a Korean gray salt, which is a little drier than French gray salts. I use the fine version of the French gray salt in my cooking, usually when using a measuring spoon to scoop it up; it dissolves very quickly. The salt is usually a little moist, like many sea salts, so that it sticks to the fingers, which is why I tend not to use it when I’m reaching for a pinch of salt. 

	Hawaiian red salt: See Alaea salt, above. 

	Iodized salt: In most countries today, table salt is iodized either with potassium iodide (in North America) or with potassium iodate (elsewhere). Iodizing is a public health measure introduced internationally over the last seventy-five years (for more see here). The iodine gives salt a distinctive smell and taste. Iodized salt should not be used for pickling or preserving. 

	Kosher salt: Koshering meat means drawing out the blood and impurities from it immediately after slaughter. The salt crystals of kosher salt are shaped so they cling to the surface of the meat during koshering. Kosher salt has been refined to remove trace minerals, but some kosher salts contain anti-caking ingredients. The weight per volume of kosher salts can vary widely among brands. 

	Medium-grain salt: There are many salt crystals that fall between the descriptions fine and coarse. Medium-sized crystals, with various crystal shapes, are made by boutique producers as well as by large manufacturers. These include coarse pickling salt, most kosher salts, and some finishing salts. 

	Pickling salt: Pickling salt is most often fine, but it also comes in medium-sized crystals, labeled “coarse pickling salt.” It is refined salt with no additives—no anti-caking products or iodine—that might interfere with the pickling process. I use coarse pickling salt for much of my daily cooking as well as for preserving. 

	Pink salt: The best-known pink salt is Himalayan pink salt, a rock salt from deep underground in one of the world’s largest salt mines, the Khewra Mine in Pakistan, north of Islamabad. It is primarily sodium chloride with other trace minerals (the pink is said to come from iron). The pinkish “rosada” salt produced near Maras, Peru, is tinted by the ocher-colored soil that lines the evaporating basins. Black salt, kala namak (see above), is pinkish colored when it’s finely ground.
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	Refined salt: Most of the salt we consume, either in commercially prepared foods or our own cooking, is refined salt. Refined salt with no additives is almost odor-free. It may have started as rock salt from a mine or as sea salt, but it’s been cleansed of all other minerals or impurities, leaving only sodium chloride, pure white salt. When you taste it, the “salty” taste is direct, without any bitterness or other flavors. Refined salt may be labeled sea salt, rock salt, kosher salt, or pickling salt. The differences among these refined salts lie in the differing shapes and sizes of the crystals (or grains). The crystals of different refined salts have been processed for uniformity of size and shape. Some refined salts are iodized or have added anti-caking agents (see here). 

	Rock salt: Most of the salt used around the world comes from underground salt deposits that originated as ancient seabeds. In that sense, all salt is sea salt. Before the twentieth century, rock salt was generally viewed as less desirable than sea salt because it often contained impurities. Modern processing techniques have eliminated that concern. Note that today the term rock salt can also mean road salt, the coarse unrefined salt used to melt ice on roads and sidewalks; road salt is sodium chloride, but it should not be eaten because it can contain additives and impurities.

	Sea salt: Seawater has a salinity level of about 3.5 percent—1 liter (about 1 quart) of seawater contains 35 grams (about 2 tablespoons) salt. Sea salt is harvested from seawater by the process of evaporation, either by solar evaporation or by boiling the water over a heat source (see here). Once the salt has been extracted from the brine, it may be further refined to eliminate trace elements and impurities, or left unrefined. Some unrefined sea salts have a distinctive, if ephemeral, aroma, from trace minerals in the salt. Unrefined sea salt is often off-white to gray in color and a little moist because of traces of magnesium. Many cookbooks published before 1900 call for “bay salt,” an older term for sea salt. 
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	Table salt: Table salt, the salt most commonly used by home cooks, is refined, fine-grained, and usually iodized. It contains anti-caking agents to ensure that it is free-flowing. The crystals pack together tightly, so that it is denser than other salts: i.e., a given volume of table salt will weigh more (and therefore give more saltiness) than the same volume of most other salts.
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	Unrefined salts/natural salts: Some rock salts and sea salts are available in unrefined form, also called natural salt. Often named for the region they come from, they may be fine or coarse, grayish or tinged with another color, the color indicating the presence of substances other than sodium chloride. Some unrefined salts have a strong smell of iodine (which would make them too strong to use in pickling, for example); others may have a touch of bitterness from trace amounts of magnesium or potassium. 

	When and How to Salt

	We all need salt, and health experts tell us that about 1 teaspoon (6 grams) per day is a good target (see here for more detail). Most people consume more than that, given the chance. At the same time, we have a limited tolerance for saltiness. Too much salt in a dish and we find it inedible. 

	One way of ensuring that you do not oversalt your food is to use restraint when you add salt during cooking. Salt added early is infused into the food; salt added late has more of an impact on the tongue when you first put the food in your mouth. In her book My Bombay Kitchen, Niloufer Ichaporia King describes the dance with salt and salting this way: “Everything depends on salt. With Indian food particularly, judicious salting can make the dish, giving it its meaning and its anchor. Without the right amount of salt, spices float around in search of a leader. To ensure depth of flavor and seasoning, we add a small amount of salt at the start of a dish as well as at the end, tasting as we go.” 
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		Chunks of pink salt from Khewra Mine in Pakistan

	

	Salting vegetables to change their texture and flavor

	When and how you salt affects both flavor and texture. Salting a short time before cooking can modify the taste of ingredients, drawing out liquid in order to intensify flavors, as with a steak, or drawing out bitterness from a vegetable such as bitter melon. But salting in advance can affect texture too. When we want ingredients to retain their crispness, such as salad greens, we salt very late, so the salt doesn’t have time to draw out water and wilt the leaves. If you want to draw out a vegetable’s bitter flavors, salt it 10 minutes ahead, but no earlier; any longer risks making it too salty, because it will have absorbed the salty brine. You can also salt sliced onions to soften them and take away some of their harshest edge (see here). Bitter melon is often sliced and salted to draw out its bitterness (see here), and some cooks use the same technique for eggplant. The easiest way to do this is to toss the sliced vegetables with salt and lay the slices on a rack placed over a tray or over the sink so the liquid can drain off. After 10 minutes or so, rinse the slices briefly in cold water to wash off any remaining salt and brine and pat them dry with a cloth or paper towel. 

	Salting steamed vegetables 

	The spinach recipe here offers an example of salting leafy vegetables as they start cooking to encourage them to wilt and cook more quickly. 

	Salting cooking water for pasta, potatoes, or other vegetables

	Bring the water to a rolling boil before adding the salt. Bring the water back to a boil, then add the pasta or potatoes or other vegetables. They will absorb a little salt while cooking, a light seasoning that penetrates them as they cook. Then you add another layer of seasoning with the pasta sauce, or the way you dress and season the cooked potatoes or vegetables. I use a scant 1 tablespoon/18 grams salt per quart/liter of cooking water. 

	Salting dried beans during cooking

	Add about 2 teaspoons/10 to 12 grams salt per quart/liter of water when your pot of beans has come to a boil. The salt will be absorbed as the beans cook, and the salting will help shorten the cooking time because the sodium in the salt molecules replaces the magnesium in cell walls of the beans, making them soften more easily. Do your final adjustment of seasoning, if necessary, just before serving. 

	Salting grains 

	Although I don’t usually salt my plain white rice, I do salt brown rice and other grains such as farro or freekeh, using about 1 teaspoon/6 grams salt per each cup/180 to 200 grams of raw rice or other grain.

	Salting a slow-cooked dish, such as a stew or a soup

	You want some salt to be drawn into the meat or other ingredients during cooking, but you also want fresh late-added salt. The best way to do this is to add about half the salt called for in the recipe early on and then add the balance toward the end of cooking, with a final adjustment of the seasoning just before serving if necessary. 

	Salting a chicken before roasting

	I like rubbing a whole chicken with salted onions (see here) or herbes salées (see here) or with coarse pickling salt or sea salt before roasting it. I do this about 30 minutes before putting the bird into the hot oven, breast side down, and then flipping it over after about 20 minutes (see Roast Chicken with Celeriac and Lemon-Apricot Sauce). The salt draws a little moisture out of the skin so that when the chicken comes out of the oven, the skin is crisper and more delectable. And the seasoned skin bastes the meat with flavor as it cooks.

	Brining a chicken

	Brining a chicken for 12 to 24 hours before roasting or grilling makes it moister, and because the brine seasons the meat right through, it also makes it more flavorful. Note that a brined bird will cook more quickly (in about 25 percent less time) than one that has not been brined, because the resulting extra moisture in the meat helps conduct heat to the center of the bird as it roasts. It’s critical, for food safety reasons, to make sure your brine has cooled completely before submerging the chicken in it.

	The proportions for the main ingredients for the brine are 2 quarts/2 liters water to ⅓ cup/90 grams additive-free salt; I use coarse pickling salt or sea salt. Like most cooks, I include some sugar or honey in the marinade to soften the flavors: an amount equal to or slightly less than the salt is a good ratio. Other optional ingredients, which will lightly perfume the brining water and thus add touches of flavor to the meat, may include a combination of aromatics; see the Brined Chicken recipe here.

	Salting steak or other small cuts of meat before cooking

	The reasons for salting meat ahead of cooking it are to season it and, if you salt well ahead, to change the texture too. If you salt meat just before cooking, it will flavor the surface of the meat; it will also draw out some meat juices during cooking, helping to create a delicious crust. If you salt a steak or similar cut of meat well ahead, the salt will draw liquid out of the meat. That liquid, in turn, will dissolve the salt, creating a little brine that will then be drawn back into the meat by osmosis, remoistening it and seasoning the interior. In addition, the brine will tenderize the meat by starting to relax and denature some of the proteins.

	So you can either salt the meat immediately before cooking it to season it or season it far enough ahead that there’s time for a brine to be created and for that salty liquid to be drawn back into the meat to season the inside. 

	For steaks and similar cuts, if you are seasoning them ahead, the general rule of thumb is 30 minutes ahead for each ½ inch/1 cm of thickness. Then, before cooking, pat the surface of the meat dry so that you will get a good browned surface.

	Salt-rubbing roast beef or pork

	My mother made brilliant beef roasts using less-expensive but more flavorful cuts. An hour before putting it into a 375°F/190°C oven, she’d rub the roast with a mixture of salt and hot mustard powder, then smear on some bacon fat to keep it moist. I don’t cook roasts (beef or pork) often, but when I do, my impulse is always to salt them ahead and perhaps include some other flavorings in the rub, then seal that in with a smear of lard or chicken fat or even duck fat before roasting it. I start it in a relatively hot (400°F/200°C) oven and then lower the heat after about half an hour to a more moderate 375°F/190°C.

	Salting ground meat

	Unlike a single piece of meat, such as a pork chop, which can be salted to taste on the surface, ground meat—for burgers, meatballs, meatloaf, stuffings, etc.—needs to have the salt incorporated before cooking. I use the ratio of 1 teaspoon/6 grams salt per pound/450 grams meat. It’s a reliable yardstick. 

	
Salting kebabs

	As in the kebab recipe here, I generally season kebabs early, about an hour ahead, with a marinade of fish sauce and pomegranate molasses. The fish sauce seasons them perfectly. You can use a plain or flavored salt or a blend of flavored salts instead, rubbed on well ahead. But if you’re not using a marinade, cut your cubes of meat smaller and sprinkle on a little salt just before you cook the kebabs. The salt helps draw out some of the meat juices to create a crust. As the cubes of meat start to soften and yield their juices, shortly before they’re done, sprinkle on one of the pepper salts (see here) or Svan Salt (see here), or a mix of salt and ground cumin. This is the technique used by the grill masters I’ve seen in small street stalls in Iran and in Xinjiang in western China. 

	Salting bread dough

	When you’re making roti/chapati, the proportions are very simple. For every 2 cups/260 grams of atta flour (finely ground whole-grain durum flour), use 1 teaspoon/ 6 grams salt and a scant cup/240 ml of lukewarm water. You’ll need a little extra flour for kneading and surfaces, but not much. This ratio gives you the freedom to make as much or as little dough as you want and have it taste as it should.

	A useful guideline for just about all bread doughs is 1 teaspoon/6 grams salt for every cup/240 ml liquid. Knowing this proportion gives you the freedom to make bread dough freehand, without a recipe. The question of salt is the critical one: if you undersalt or, worse, oversalt your dough, your bread won’t taste good to you or anyone else. If you forget to add the salt with the flour (as has happened to me), you can remedy the problem after the dough is mixed and kneaded, or partially kneaded, by mixing the salt you need into a little water and kneading that into the dough.
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		Traditional salt production beside the Sea of Japan on the Noto Peninsula: vats of concentrated brine boiling, heated by woodstoves

	

	
		
Japanese Salt Traditions 

		In traditional Japanese culture, salt is a metaphor for purity, for death, for eternity. It’s tossed by wrestlers in the sumo ring before a bout, and many Japanese restaurants have a cone of salt on either side of the entrance to signify cleanliness and purity. On the shores of the Noto Peninsula, I caught a glimpse of why salt is so honored and respected: Harvesting salt the traditional way was laborious and unforgiving. People hauled seawater onto the shore and poured it onto smooth-raked fine sand, over and over. The salty sand would then be shoveled into a fine filter placed over a large vat and rinsed with seawater to produce a strong brine. The brine would be boiled down slowly to make salt. 

		That method is still being used by one salt maker on the Noto Peninsula (although now at least there’s an electric pump to draw the seawater up from the ocean and onto the sand, in place of the labor of hauling buckets of water). Another salt maker along that coast is working with a modern variant, spraying seawater onto vertical screens so that the salt clings to the screens and concentrates there. It can then be rinsed off and the brine boiled down. Both of these brine-concentrating methods save on wood or other fuel. 

		For the last seventy-five years or so in Japan, table salt has been made with a modern process that eliminates all impurities and trace minerals, leaving pure sodium chloride. For most of the twentieth century, salt making was a government monopoly and consumers had no choice about where their salt came from. Most of the artisanal old-style salt makers on Noto and elsewhere eventually stopped production because they could not charge a premium for their special salt. Since the monopoly ended, there’s been a revival of traditional salt making in many parts of Japan. You can find salt from Okinawa or Hokkaido, hand-rubbed salt crystals, moshio salt made from seaweed, and many more choices. Salt is once again a tangible link with the past. 
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Flavored Salts & Salted Flavorings

	There’s an amazing variety of salts and saltiness possible if we look past salt on its own to salt blended and flavored with aromatics or other ingredients. Salt also plays a role as a preservative in many salted flavorings, allowing us the pleasure of herbs and aromatics out of season. Flavored salts and salted flavorings are versatile seasoning tools for the cook, and many can be put out on the table as condiments as well. These blends extend the possibilities of seasoning and give plenty of choice to cook and diner alike. 

	The recipes in this chapter include, among others, simple combinations of salt with ground dried red chiles, Sichuan pepper, and black pepper, or with only one or two of them, as well as Japanese gomasio (salt with toasted sesame seeds), and spiced mountain salts from Uttarakhand in India and Svaneti in Georgia. Then there’s chaat masala, a complex Indian blend of various spices with black salt that is a versatile larder ingredient. Finally, salt can be blended with chopped scallions or herbs to create jars of useful kitchen flavorings. 

	
		
Flavored Salts
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Three-Pepper Salt

	Sichuan pepper is the fruit of a species of prickly ash that is related to the Japanese spice sansho (see Glossary). The peppercorns are usually a reddish brown. You may see some shiny black seeds in with them; if so, discard the seeds. While the premium in this versatile condiment is on heat, both chile heat and the numbing aromatic heat of Sichuan pepper, the black peppercorns bring a warm, fruity complexity to the mix. See photo, here. 

	Makes a generous 3 tablespoons

	3 dried red cayenne chiles

	2 tablespoons coarse sea salt or coarse pickling salt

	1 teaspoon Sichuan peppercorns

	1 teaspoon black peppercorns

	You will need a small heavy skillet, a spice grinder or mortar and pestle, a small bowl, and a glass jar for storage. 

	Toast the chiles briefly in a small heavy skillet over medium heat until softened, about a minute. Remove from the pan and let cool slightly.

	Remove the chile stems and discard, along with the seeds. Coarsely chop the chiles. Transfer to a spice grinder or mortar, add a little of the salt, and grind or pound to a powder. Set aside in a small bowl.

	Toast the Sichuan peppercorns and black peppercorns in the same skillet over medium heat until aromatic, about 2 minutes, stirring or shaking the pan to prevent scorching. Transfer to a spice grinder or a mortar, add a little more of the salt, and grind or pound to a powder. Add to the bowl with the chiles and stir in the remaining salt. Let cool.

	Store in a glass jar, well labeled, in a cool place, out of the sun. The flavors may fade after about 6 months.

	Chile and Sichuan Pepper Salt

	This flavor combination is called ma-la in Mandarin, meaning numbing (ma) and chile-hot (la). Use it as a rub for meat before roasting or grilling, or as a table condiment. 

	Follow the recipe for Three-Pepper Salt, but omit the black peppercorns.

	Sichuan Pepper Salt 

	This blend is handy as a finishing salt or as a rub for meat, and it’s also good seasoning for grilled or steamed vegetables. The numbing qualities of the Sichuan pepper are balanced by its heat and aromatic fruitiness, and all the flavors ride on the back of the salt. 

	Follow the recipe for Three-Pepper Salt, but omit the cayenne chiles and black peppercorns, and use only 1 tablespoon of salt.

	Chile Salt

	The simplest of these flavored salts, this is a basic seasoning in Thailand and India, commonly used as a dip or sprinkle for slices of sour fruit, such as green mango or pineapple. A little sugar is often added in Thailand to give a combined hit of hot, sweet, and salty. 

	Follow the recipe for Three-Pepper Salt, but omit the Sichuan peppercorns and black peppercorns, and use only 1 tablespoon salt.

	
Gomasio

	Shio means salt in Japanese, and goma is sesame. This blend of lightly toasted sesame seeds and salt adds a subtle nutty aroma and taste to cooked vegetables, and it is also a pleasing condiment for rice dishes.

	Makes about ½ cup/110 grams

	½ cup/75 grams white sesame seeds

	2 tablespoons coarse or fine sea salt

	You will need a medium heavy skillet and a glass jar for storage.

	Toast the sesame seeds in a heavy medium skillet over medium heat, stirring or shaking the pan occasionally to prevent sticking, until they start to jump and pop and give off a toasted aroma. Add the salt and cook, stirring or shaking the pan, for 30 seconds or so, then remove from the heat and continue stirring for another 30 seconds, or until the pan has cooled a little. Let cool completely in the pan or transfer to a bowl to cool.

	Store in a glass jar, well labeled, in a cool, dark place. The flavors will fade after a month or so. 

	NOTE: You can use this mixture as is, but it has much more flavor if you follow tradition and coarsely grind it just before you use it. You don’t want a powder, just a crushed-seed texture. If you have a ridged bowl-shaped Japanese mortar, called a suribashi (see photo), use it for grinding. Or use a spice grinder: Pulse briefly, only two or three times. 
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Vanilla Salt 

	This vanilla-salt blend is delicious and heady, especially when sprinkled onto sliced ripe tomatoes—umami on umami. Or try it sprinkled on raw or lightly cooked scallops, or lobster. 

	Makes about ¾ cup/180 grams

	¾ cup/180 grams fine sea salt or fine pickling salt 

	2 good, moist vanilla beans

	You will need a wide bowl, a sharp knife, a spoon, and a glass jar for storage.

	Place the salt in a wide bowl. 

	Split each vanilla bean lengthwise with the tip of a sharp knife. Use the edge of a spoon to scrape out all the goopy seeds inside. Cut or pull apart, add to the salt, and mix well, rubbing the seeds between your fingertips to break them up and blend them into the salt. Transfer to a glass jar and label clearly. After just a few days, the salt will be wonderfully perfumed.
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Spruce Tips Salt 

	If you’re walking in a forest or a grove of spruce trees in springtime, it’s easy to break off some of the fresh bright green spruce tips and harvest them in a bag. Spruce tip salt is aromatic with notes of resin, citrus, coriander seed, and more. Sprinkle on roasted or grilled vegetables, or onto fruit or ice cream. Or serve it as a condiment at the table. I like to put the salt into small jars to give as presents for friends. 

	Makes about 1½ cups/330 grams

	1 cup/80 grams spruce tips (see headnote)

	1 cup/280 grams coarse sea salt or coarse pickling salt

	You will need a medium bowl, a spice grinder, and a glass jar or jars for storage.

	Mix the spruce tips and salt together in a bowl, then transfer to a spice grinder. (You may have to work in batches.) Pulse to grind; if necessary, pause to stir, then grind again until evenly ground. It’s very quick.

	Transfer to a glass jar or jars and store, clearly labeled, in a cool, dark place. 
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	Pot-Bud Salt

	If you have access to cannabis buds, let them dry out if they’re freshly harvested, then grind to a powder. Rub a little of the mixture onto meat before grilling or frying. 

	Makes about 4 teaspoons 

	2 teaspoons ground cannabis buds 

	Scant 2 teaspoons coarse sea salt or coarse pickling salt 

	You will need a spice grinder and a glass jar for storage.

	Place the buds and salt in a spice grinder and grind to a fine powder. 

	Store in a well-labeled jar in a cool, dark place. The flavor will start to fade in about 4 months.

	NOTE: You can work with other dried greens to make flavored salt using the same method: Dry the greens (for example, wild garlic/ramps or young nettle leaves) in the sun or in a dehydrator, then grind them to a powder with the salt in a spice grinder or mortar. It’s easiest to work by volume: start with 2 parts dried powdered green to 1 part salt, then increase the salt a little if you want. 

	
		
Ethiopia

		In one of the hottest places in the world, Ethiopia’s Danakil Depression, more than 400 feet below sea level, men cut chunks of salt out of the ground, salt left there over the millennia by the evaporation of salt lakes in that desert environment. The men shape it by hand into flat blocks, like large thick tiles, weighing nearly 9 pounds/4 kg. For centuries, the salt blocks have been loaded onto camels to be carried out across the austere landscape. These days some of them are transported by truck. 

		I was thrilled when I caught sight of a pile of salt blocks at the Saturday market in the mountain town of Lalibela some years ago. The market was busy, under a hot bleaching sun, with vendors shaded by small black nylon umbrellas selling teff and barley, vegetables, meat, donkeys, bright fabrics, and tools. The salt blocks weren’t spectacular looking, but they started me thinking about times past, when blocks of salt (called amoleh) were used as currency in the country. 

		Those salt blocks in Lalibela are as close as I’ve come to the Danakil and its salt trade: to the brutal temperatures there, the painful working conditions, the long trains of camels plodding uphill to the rest of the country.
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			At the market in Lalibela, in the highlands of Ethiopia, blocks of salt cut from the desert crust in the Danakil

		

	

	
		SALTED FLAVORINGS
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		Powdered ingredients (from bottom): ginger, cayenne, amchoor, salt, and mint

	

	
Chaat Masala

	Chaat is the word for a class of snacks in India, deftly made by street vendors and often eaten right there in front of the street stall. Chaat masala is a powder, a mix of freshly roasted and ground spices with salt. It’s a kind of use-everywhere seasoning that improves almost anything you want to sprinkle it on, from an omelet to roast potatoes to raita to fresh fruit. 

	Chaat masala is made with a special salt—kala namak, black salt—that has a slight sulfurous aroma and adds an important note to the mix. Kala namak is available online and in South Asian grocery stores. Finely ground, kala namak is grayish pink. See the Glossary for information about any unfamiliar ingredients.

	If you’re not familiar with kala namak, or with chaat masala, you may cringe at the idea that a whiff of sulfur can improve and heighten flavors, but here it gives the blend a subtle hit of funk that makes it a great addition to the salt larder. 

	Makes about 1½ cups/170 grams

	3 tablespoons coriander seeds

	1½ tablespoons black peppercorns

	2½ tablespoons cumin seeds
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