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  for

  Gina and Nicolle: I love you both more than salt, and pepper, too.
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  Introduction

  to the Second Edition

  When I wrote the first edition of this book, I thought it was a year or two ahead of the curve. I believed the salt wave was about to crest and would soon crash across our tables in a rush of deliciousness.

  I was wrong. It was to be a decade before the frenzy for signature salts reached its crescendo. By the time it happened, my little treasure chest of a book was all but forgotten. Author Mark Bitterman rode the wave like a champion surfer bathed in a salty mist. His book Salted (Ten Speed Press, 2010) shows 157 different salts and he has carved out a unique position for himself in this savory world. He is a salt sommelier or selmelier at The Meadow, which he co-founded. The shop—there are three locations and an online store—sells more than a hundred premium salts. Good job, Mark!

  A dozen or so other books on salt, including a second one by Mark, have appeared since Salt & Pepper vanished from retail shelves.

  Specialty salts are now everywhere or nearly so, readily available to chefs, home cooks, and anyone eager to explore the planet’s salty heritage. There’s even a salt named after Sonoma County, even though it has no physical connection to the glorious place where I am lucky to live. It is more like the GMC Sonoma truck, inspired by a name that much of the country views romantically, as an Eden, a paradise of good living and all that it involves. This perception is, to a large degree, accurate but that is a story for another time. One of the things we do not produce here is commercial salt. We don’t grow peppercorns, either.

  As salt—artisan salt, finishing salt, condiment salt, salt tasting bars—has become all but ubiquitous, pepper has not enjoyed similar attention. There is no peppercorn frenzy, no other book that explores its history. There are no peppercorn sommeliers (though as this book goes to press, New York City has its first hot sauce sommelier).

  Indeed, it has become harder—all but impossible, really—to get some of the world’s finest peppercorns. Almost no Malaysian pepper is imported by U.S. supplies and the best, Naturally Clean Black Pepper and Creamy White Pepper from the Malaysian state of Sarawak on the island of Borneo, is unavailable in the United States. Most retailers don’t know about it and many don’t understand what it is or why it is so good. It is almost as if this book’s chapter on pepper, in which I speculate about what would happen if pepper vanished, was prescient. The finest pepper in the world is, in this country, little more than a rumor, a tale of deliciousness that most people don’t believe. So what? They shrug.

  My love of this pepper is not an act of faith. It is a fact. I have about half a jar left of the fifty plus pounds I’ve purchased and when I think I’m exaggerating, when I fear my romantic nature has once again gotten the better of me, I open the jar and breathe in the peppercorn’s beautiful floral aromas and sigh. It is so pretty. Maybe the Pepper Muse will find me and whisk me off to Kuching. I’ll travel lightly, fill my bags with pepper for my return and I promise to share with you, dear reader.


  Introduction

  to the First Edition

  Salt seasons the self so that the self’s own true flavor emerges.

  —Sallie Tisdale, Lot’s Wife: Salt and the Human Condition

  You know me. I’m the shy girl from elementary school who gave you her ice cream, the one who scraped the chocolate frosting off the birthday cake and ate the cake. Take me out for a drink and you have to keep an eye on me or I’ll lick the salt off your margarita glass.

  My friend John loves desserts, looking forward with relish to the end of the meal and its last, sweet pleasure. I look across the table and appreciate John’s delight, though such pleasure is mostly unavailable to me. I have little interest in sweets. I was born without a sweet tooth and I am an outsider, my nose pressed up against the window of another’s joy. Certainly, I can appreciate a voluptuous cheesecake, admire a luscious chocolate mousse, and sincerely believe that tarte tatin is one of the great contributions France has made to world culture. But I am almost always satisfied by a single bite. I don’t have a chocolate jones. Ahh, but that salty flourish. I crave it.

  When I was a little kid, I’d sneak into the kitchen and find lemons to squeeze on my hands. Then I’d sprinkle salt over the juice, sit in front of the television, and slowly lick off the tangy film. If I was in the mood for a more elaborate snack, I might peel a lemon, cut it into the thinnest slices, and sprinkle the slices with salt, a pleasure I gave up only in my early twenties, when a friend warned that the acid would eat the enamel off my teeth. He knew; it had already happened to him.

  This book began more than a decade ago as self-defense. The salt police were everywhere, ripping shakers out of hands and wagging fingers at the loosely indulgent, me among them. I took them to task in my column “The Jaded Palate,” published then in the Sonoma County Independent. The response was encouraging, and I was buoyed by the realization that I was not alone in my salty sea.

  The column soon grew into a book proposal, something I worked on late at night when I was done with my serious assignments. I kept it secret for years. Then articles began appearing in other publications, first in the New York Times, then in the Washington Post, and suddenly everywhere. My secret passion had become grist for the mill; I worried that I had missed my chance. I sent the proposal to my agent Doe Coover, but she said nothing, nor did I. You never knew where the salt police might be lurking. Maybe she thought I had slipped off the shore: a book on salt and pepper?

  A few months passed and I saw another article. “Sell it,” I said, and she did, almost instantly. That was two, maybe even three, years ago and the fervor for salt grows daily. Nor should we ignore its sultry spouse, pepper, the sneaky one of the duo; interest in it, too, has been on the rise. But salt is always stealing the spotlight from pepper. Salt tap-dances naked on your table, makes you blush with delight. Pepper taps you on the shoulder and invites you behind closed doors. Both are shameless in the endless pleasure they impart.

  As I was leaving New York for San Francisco one winter morning, my dear friend Peter handed me a small present.

  “It’s for your Muse,” he said, aware that I was heading home to begin the book in earnest. It was an exquisite gift, one of the most precious I have ever received, a crystal cross carved of salt, carried all the way from the Wieliczka Salt Mine in Poland. I wrapped it carefully in a small cloth and carried it on the plane, tucked into the pocket of my velvet jacket, where I ran my fingers over its hard smooth surfaces every now and then. I never licked it, I swear.

  I have since become a magnet for salt. I have a tiny wooden salt box full of a fragile flakes, salt that a friend gathered from a natural brine pool off the Sonoma County coastline. In my kitchen, there’s a tiny pile of salt made by a photographer who collected saltwater near her home in Maine, boiled it to concentrate the brine, then waited patiently for the liquid to evaporate and the crystals to form. I awake to find gifts of salt on my porch; stories about salt arrive by fax and email and post (one in Japanese, which I cannot read). My daughter Nicolle brings me a present, Salt Hands, the story of a deer who came to lick salt out of a young girl’s hands.

  I worked all summer (but who could tell the time of year, here in my quiet study where I am surrounded by salt and pepper, away from the sun) to complete the manuscript. One day a phone call came: Would you like to join a press trip to Poland? an unfamiliar voice inquired. Yes, Wieliczka is on the itinerary, I am told, I shiver. It is the Salt Muse, calling me home. As I print out the last pages of Salt & Pepper, I have just enough time to pack.
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  PART I

  Salt

  Magical Salt

  “I love you more than salt,” the mythical young princess says to her father. Her older sisters, articulate in their hyperbole—more than gold, they tell the king, more than my own life, as much as God—are rewarded with riches and kingdoms of their own. The arrogant king, devastated to be so poorly valued by his favorite child, condemns her to a life of loneliness and poverty in exile.

  The king’s next meal is flat and tasteless, and so is the next, and the next, and the next. For thirty days, his food lacks flavor. You might conclude that it is sadness and loss that eclipse his pleasure, but it is not. He summons his chef and demands an explanation.

  “You value salt so little, your majesty,” the chef explains coyly, “that I no longer use it in your food.”

  You can see where this is going. The princess is returned from exile, reunited with her secret fiancé—the wily chef of course—and given a lavish wedding and riches that far surpass those granted her sisters. The king’s food sparkles with flavor and savor once again.

  I was told the story by a cooking student, a woman from India who remembered it from childhood, when she had likely heard it from an English nanny; there are many versions of this tale throughout Europe. Common salt is more essential than we like to admit, each version cautions us.

  Another scene: It is Halloween, the eve of el Dia de los Muertos, and a young Mexican girl is boiling an egg. After it is cooked, she runs it under a cool spigot, holding the hot egg even as it burns her impatient hands. When at last it is cool, she removes the shell and carefully breaks the egg in half, revealing the round yellow yolk, the kernel of life at the core, which she quickly discards. She lifts the lid of a nearby box of salt and takes as big a pinch as her fingers can hold, depositing it in the hollow of the egg. She continues, pinch after salty pinch, until the center of the egg is filled. She fits the halves together and tiptoes silently to the bedroom she shares with her sister, where she awaits the stroke of midnight.

  Eventually the hour comes, signaled by distant chimes, and she puts the egg with its hidden seed, its talismanic treasure, into her mouth, chewing and swallowing quickly so that the jewel of salt does not burst and leave her parched, for she must not take a drink. Her sister wakes and calls her name, but she pretends to be asleep. To speak would break the spell. Who will it be? Who will appear in her dreams and offer her a quenching drink of water? Her life’s mate, the story goes, and she falls asleep imagining his face.

  Ah, magical salt. It seasons our tales, and spices up our language, each word, every phrase a nod to a single truism: Life is tasteless without salt.

  “My little salt box,” a pretty young girl in Andalusia might be called by her suitor.

  “The salt of the party,” Arabs say.

  Early Christians rubbed newborn babies with salt. Asians, confronted with a dull youth, shake their heads and whisper, “He was not salted when he was born,” a statement so precise and so evocative that I believe we should adopt it immediately.

  “Somebody forgot to salt the popcorn,” I imagine one friend whispering slyly to another as a third bores them to tears.

  To say there is salt between us indicates a bond that must be honored. Trespass not against the salt, the Greeks warned. In Iran, to be disloyal or ungrateful is to be untrue to salt. While we were visiting the salt mines in Wieliczka, Poland, Mariusz Moryl, marketing manager for the Polish National Tourist Office, told me that in his country old friends say they’ve eaten a lot of salt together. Those same friends might complain about a salty bill when the tab at a restaurant or pub is higher than expected. An indolent employee has long been described as not worth his salt, a reference to Roman soldiers who were paid a portion of their wages—that is, their salary—in salt or with extra currency to buy salt. Salt of the earth surely is a compliment, if a rather patronizing one these days.

  The spilling of salt is a bad omen, both literally and figuratively. “The Romans are said to have led victims to execution with salt balanced on their heads,” Sallie Tisdale tells us in Lot’s Wife. “When it spilled, so did their blood.” Spilled salt foreshadows loss of friendship, a broken heart or bone, a shipwreck, a death. Throw a little over your shoulder, my mother warned me whenever I knocked over the salt shaker. This ritual, so automatic to so many of us, began as an appeasement to the demons said to hover at our left, awaiting a moment of weakness that would give them access to our souls, clumsiness apparently a chief means of entry. Throwing salt, it seems, stopped them in their invisible tracks.

  It was European Christians who figured this out; salt, for a time, was their domain. Alleged witches, thought to be worshipers of Satan, were said to hate it; a meal without salt, an unholy affair, became known as a “witch’s supper.” Heavily salted foods were thought to ward off demons.

  In recent times, we have believed exactly the opposite. Salt, we have been cautioned, is an open invitation to the demons we fear the most: high blood pressure, death by stroke and heart attack, cancer. For decades, salt has been our demon lover, our secret culinary paramour, the kinky pleasure we pretend not to crave. But it’s a ruse. We have always craved salt.

  The story of salt and our craving for it is inseparable from human history. After we crawled out of the sea and wandered inland, we were able to do without extra salt for a time because we got what we needed from the raw meat we ate. But as we grew more and more civilized, cooking our food and learning to farm, our need for salt began to rise, growing into an insatiable hunger if unsatisfied for long.

  This hunger must have led us to the nearest salt licks, likely already polished smooth by the tongues of a thousand zebras, giraffes, elephants, cheetahs, deer, and elk. Perhaps we followed them to the salt licks, as we later followed the buffalo of North America to natural outcroppings of salt. We’ve learned something in the process: Today, we leave manmade salt licks in the wild and build observation tents on hills above them, knowing that eventually the wild beasts will come for the salt. (Don’t worry, we want to see the animals, not hunt them. It is illegal to place salt licks in areas that allow, say, deer hunting.)

  Those of us who obeyed salt’s call lived to reproduce and passed our salt literacy on to our children. Those of us without a taste for salt, those of us who didn’t care, died out eons ago. You wouldn’t be here if your ancestors had forsworn salt. What is this salient thing, salt, that we need so badly?

  Salt is a rock, an inorganic mineral composed of 40 percent sodium and 60 percent chloride, joined by one of the strongest chemical unions there is, an ionic bond. It is a perfect fit; the molecule is often used in chemistry texts to illustrate the principles of attraction and union. When a salt crystal grows without interference—that is, without interlopers (magnesium, calcium, all those other substances that might go along for the ride) intruding on the sodium and the chloride—it is perfectly and exactly square.

  Sodium, dissolved in the extracellular fluid that assists with the transportation of nutrients, is one of the main components of the body’s internal environment. Sodium functions as an electrolyte, as do potassium, calcium, and magnesium, all of which regulate the electrical charges within our cells. Chloride supports potassium absorption, and helps oversee the body’s acid and base balance. It enhances carbon dioxide transportation, and is an essential component of digestive acids. We need it, and so we crave it. It’s that simple, and that complex.

  
    What Is Salt, Anyway?

    Salt is a simple chemical made up of just two components. Salt, that is to say, sodium chloride or common salt, the chemical symbol for which is NaCl, forms when sodium, a soft metal, and chlorine, a gas, share electrons in what is called an ionic bond, one of the strongest chemical bonds there is. Once these two elements share electrons, they become magnets, the sodium positively charged and the chlorine negatively charged. The magnetic force holds the sodium and chlorine together in an intricate array of sodium ions surrounded by chlorine ions in turn surrounded by sodium ions, ad infinitum. It takes a great deal of force to separate the two once they have joined. Dissolving salt in water does not loosen the bond, nor does heat or time erode it. The specific configuration of these ions, which creates four 90-degree angles in each molecular bond, and their endless repetition create the perfect crystalline structure of salt, and account for the fact that salt can be cleaved into ever smaller crystals that retain their smooth, angular surfaces. The enormous crystals that can be seen in salt museums are called halite, a term that accurately applies to all rock salt. Some halite seems to glow with colorful inner lights, usually blue from suspended cobalt and red from suspended iron. It was rock salt colored in this way that is said to be the reason that the ground near Sodom turned red just before Lot’s wife looked back and met her fate.

  

  Salt’s Mystery

  “Salt,” I said, writing to Harold McGee, “heightens the flavors of virtually everything, but I’m hoping to answer the question of exactly why and how it does this. Is it enough that salt draws out the moisture and thus the flavor of an ingredient, and then, as we eat, additional salt dissolves slowly on the tongue, thus bringing flavors to the palate and creating a harmonious finish among them?”

  “I’m afraid that your question is indeed more complicated than it seems,” the well-known food scientist and curious cook responded in an email message written in France. The function of salt “in fact is the subject of much ongoing research. Pretzels and chips and freshly salted foods aside, the salt in food is already dissolved . . . and in equilibrium with the water and other constituents. Since there are only a few genuine ‘tastes’—sensations registered on the tongue, not the nose—certainly salt contributes to the overall complexity and balance of flavor.

  “In addition to that, the concentration of salt in a food helps determine chemically how many of the other flavor components are going to behave: that is, how available they are to our senses. But this effect varies among the many hundreds of flavor components in a given food, so it’s hard to generalize: except to say that salt contributes more than saltiness to flavor.

  “Sorry there’s not a neater answer, though maybe it’s good to retain some mystery in such a basic matter.”

  Taste, like love, defies reduction. And just as love is indispensable to the savor of life, so salt is essential to the enjoyment of food. Salt is flavor’s midwife; grains scatter across our tongues and melt like tiny stars, enchanting and mysterious, inseparable from taste itself. Savory foods do not reach their full flower without its skillful application; sweets blossom with a judicious sprinkle of salt crystals. Professional chefs identify salt as the single most important ingredient in their kitchen and insist that their new sous chefs learn immediately how to salt properly the foods they cook.

  Common Salt, Common Sense

  Today, we believe that we eat much more salt than we ever have. “It’s all that processed food,” people say, usually preening with superiority as they add that they never use salt. Ho hum. I feel sorry for them, and wonder what else besides good food they deny themselves, but I try to keep quiet, unless too many of them appear at once. Then I get awfully cranky and start citing statistics and talking about Americans’ annoying bias against pleasure. I lost my patience with the salt police about the time a boyfriend took the shaker out of my hand and told me that, henceforth, he would decide what foods I would be allowed to salt. (The next one considered putting a salt lick next to the bed, to keep my spirits up, he said; I kept him around a bit longer.)

  Yes, we certainly have a penchant for munching salty snacks, but in fact we consume much less sodium chloride than our ancestors did. In the Middle Ages, foods were bathed in salt. Meat and fish preserved in it were the common centerpieces of a meal—this was before refrigeration, before manmade ice, how to preserve the kill, if not with salt?—and more salt was added at the table, cascading off the tips of knives dipped into the elaborate salt cellars that graced the tables of the wealthy. (Status, it should be noted, was revealed by where one was seated in relationship to the salt cellar; to be “below the salt” was an intentional insult or an indication of low status.) Twenty grams a day—about two tablespoons of coarse sea salt—or more were commonly eaten.

  In the past century and a half, our consumption of salt has remained fairly level—between about six and eleven grams (between 1¼ and 2¼ teaspoons of table salt) a day is the world average—with little if any fluctuation in response to the good news and bad news that has been circulating, like a salty brine, for decades.

  Recommendations by the FDA have recently been adjusted downward, calling a teaspoon or even less the most one should consume daily.

  A cookbook won’t put the controversy to rest, but I must add my voice to the choir. I simply can’t conclude that anything as essential to our well-being as salt, anything that provides such primal pleasure and delightful satisfaction, is bad. To believe this would be to believe the world itself is made wrong. I believe the world is right and wise (not to mention delicious), and that our true cravings lead us where we should go. There are a thousand ways we can eclipse our body’s wisdom, but, still, it cries out for salt.

  “The amount of sodium ions [is] so critical,” according to Thomas Moore, writing in The Washingtonian, “that the concentration of dissolved salt in the blood is not allowed to vary by more than 1 percent.” If everything is working as it should, our kidneys serve as the regulators of salt: Eat more than we require, and more is excreted; eat less, and our bodies, via our kidneys, hang on to what we already have.

  Our bodies hear salt’s call and respond with longing if something goes haywire. Salt craving—a desire that drives salt-starved children to dip every morsel of food into a pile of salt, and can compel us, in extremis, to eat dirt to extract its smidgen of salt—is the body’s way of acquiring life-sustaining salt. If we cannot hold on to our salt, if our body squanders it in excretion, an overpowering craving will eclipse every other impulse; we will become our body’s salt servant, or we will die.

  Studies completed in the late 1980s and early 1990s indicate that, indeed, salt is not the killer it has been declared to be. The war against hypertension, which began in the 1930s and kicked into high gear during the Nixon administration in the early 1970s, attacked salt; for decades it has been considered a major culprit, declared guilty without a fair trial. Yet new studies show an increased risk of death among those with the lowest sodium levels, and they show a large population (between 75 and 80 percent) unaffected by salt. (Salt yea-sayers point to Japan, where consumption is about double ours. Life expectancy there is eighty years; here it is seventy-six.) And no studies show that salt increases blood pressure; rather, certain studies demonstrate that some hypertensives (about 8 percent of the general population) can reduce an already elevated blood pressure by reducing the amount of salt they eat.

  The vast majority of people who drink alcohol do not become alcoholics, or even problem drinkers. Some do, but does this mean that everyone should become a teetotaler? Likewise, if some people with hypertension can reduce their blood pressure by reducing salt, should we all follow suit? There are those who would answer yes to both questions—better safe than sorry, they argue, and with straight faces—but scratch a zealot and you’ll find a Puritan singing to the tune of, “if it tastes good, it must be bad.” Of course advice given to a symptom-specific group should not apply to the general population. Common sense and common salt should join hands, make up and go steady, reignite their romance. Come over here, give me a salty kiss.

  You may already suspect my conclusion: If you have a medical condition that requires you to limit the quantity of salt you eat, that is indeed unfortunate, but it is not a reason to impose similar restrictions on everyone else.

  There is yet another side to this controversy. Salt, once so dear, is in modern times plentiful and cheap, easily taken for granted. Having salt was once proof of status; today to abstain is proof of virtue, of taking the high road. Since the early 1980s, many Americans have boasted that they “never eat it,” as if those of us who do are somehow lax, indulgent, common, as common as salt. “I love you more than salt” falls on deaf ears. So what? they think.

  Yet these same salt snobs seem to forget about the fast foods on which they rely, the pickles, popcorn, and lunchmeats, the Big Macs and Whoppers, the prepared entrées from the freezer compartment of the neighborhood market. Most prepared foods are laden with salt because food manufacturers know an essential detail of its nature: Salt dissolves only in the desire for more. It makes otherwise bland foods taste good, and it makes good foods taste even better. Its absence can render potentially wonderful things tasteless. Given the hysteria of recent times, we might have seen a proliferation of low-salt and no-salt packaged foods, but you know what? They don’t sell, because no one likes them. They come and go on the market shelves but none last for long.

  If you need to cut down on salt, where do you think you should start? By denying yourself a sprinkling of tasty crystals on your summer tomatoes? By refusing to salt the pasta water, or the grilled eggplant, or that lovely batch of pesto you have just made? Or by leaving lean cuisine entrées and bottled salsa on the grocer’s shelf? You know my answer.

  
    Iodized Salt

    As you have no doubt noticed, much of the salt sold in supermarkets is labeled “iodized,” which indicates that the salt has had iodine added to it, usually in the form of potassium iodide. This practice began in the 1920s and was developed, in response to research by David Marine and his staff at the Michigan State Medical Society, to prevent thyroid goiter, which was epidemic in certain regions of the United States and particularly among children in the Midwest. The program to encourage families to use iodized salt spread throughout the country, and within thirty years, 76 percent of American households used only iodized salt. The epidemic of goiters virtually disappeared. Today, more than half of all table salt sold contains the micronutrient. Seafood as well as unrefined sea salt contains iodine naturally, and the supplement is not necessary if there are sufficient quantities of either in one’s diet; we require less than 225 micrograms of iodine a day. But in those developing countries where seafood is rarely if ever eaten, iodine deficiency remains a serious health problem today. In 1990, the World Summit for Children named it their top health priority and stressed that iodized salt is still the most efficient means of combating the deficiency.

  

  Governments all over the world have attempted to impose a heavy tax on salt. The French salt tax, the gabelle, wasn’t repealed until after World War II, and at least one writer blamed the dearness of salt in France for the country’s falling birthrate (cows had recently been shown to suffer compromised fertility when there was insufficient salt in their diets). Today, salt is treated as a food product and as such is rarely taxed.

  The Flowering Sea

  I stand on the edge of a vermilion pool, a saturated virgin pickle whose frothy shores resemble pink rock candy. Five years ago, this was saltwater in the San Francisco Bay; today it is a soupy scarlet brine—colored by the algae that bloom red at the specific salinity of this pond—the last stage before it becomes salt. After a summer of wind and sun, most of the salt will have crystallized.

  [image: image]

  Photo courtesy of Cargill Incorporated.

  On the midsummer day of my visit, the calm crimson pool is speckled here and there with tiny seed crystals, California’s equivalent of fleur de sel, though it will not be harvested as such. Instead, larger crystals will grow on the seeds of salt until they fall of their own weight to the bottom of the shallow pool, a foot, sometimes two feet, deep. In the fall the salt will be harvested—in a good year, nearly a million tons of it from seventeen hundred acres of red crystallization ponds—and added to a nearby salt mountain, ninety feet high and nearly a thousand feet long, to await further processing. Eventually, it will be washed in a saturated brine, redissolved, dried in a kiln, and sent through a mill to crack it to size. By next year, it will be sold as table salt, sea salt, iodized salt licks, rock salt for softening water and melting icy roads, and industrial salt, all of it from this same sea source.

  Salt has a long history in San Francisco Bay. For centuries native Ohlone tribes gathered it from natural brine pools along the southern end of the bay until the Spanish explorers came along, built their missions, and declared the salt (and almost everything else) their own. In 1854, a German immigrant known as John Johnson founded California’s modern salt industry; it is one of the state’s oldest continuously operating industries.

  Salt processing was lucrative when there was a single producer; Johnson’s salt was soon fetching fifty dollars a ton, but it was, of course, only a matter of time before competitors came along. Less than twenty years after Johnson founded the industry, there were eighteen salt companies along the bay, a number that declined as prices dropped in response to overproduction.

  
    Barefoot Farmers

    French sea salt may be sexy, but there is another side to the story of the romantic salt farmer. An Indian folk song moans, “Oh, mother, why did you marry me to a salt worker?” A salt farmer in India has a hard life. Salt is cheap and a family may spend several days harvesting a single ton of salt, which in 1998 brought less than four dollars. In the monsoon floods of that year, thousands of salt workers and their families, living in fragile shacks along the coast near Kandla in the state of Gujarat, were killed by a tidal wave, a cyclone, and subsequent floods. Even in the best conditions it’s a dangerous occupation; the harsh Indian sun reflecting off the white mountains of salt is hard on the eyes. Constant exposure to the salty brine can lead to skin lesions which can become gangrenous—when there’s too little salt, wounds can’t heal; when there’s too much, they won’t. What are those Frenchmen thinking, not wearing shoes?

    —Time magazine, 29 June 1998

  

  From 1936 until its sale to Cargill Incorporated in 1978, Leslie Salt Company was the dominant producer, with holdings of forty thousand acres of salt ponds ringing the bay. Cargill maintains the familiar name of Leslie as a brand, along with nearly a hundred other custom-labeled brands, from Hain Sea Salt to Safeway Iodized Table Salt, all the same salt from the same source, but with various additions made according to the customer’s specifications. The company has reduced the area devoted to salt production (but not the yield, because of improved crystallization and harvesting techniques), and sold and donated ten thousand acres for marsh restoration to the California Department of Fish and Game.

  Planes at San Francisco International Airport roar above the glassy patchwork of saline ponds, and when passengers glance down on the green, blue, and blue green, rust red and bright red, slate gray and pitch black ponds, their gaze rarely lingers. Industrial salt, they might think, if they think of salt at all. Who cares about California salt, no matter how beautiful the ponds that are its source? It’s French salt that’s sexy.

  For cachet and for mystique, it’s hard to beat fleur de sel, flower of the sea. As a commercial product, fleur de sel is a modern conceit, a product of northwestern France—Île de Ré, Noirmoutier, and Guérande are the regions of production—virtually unheard of before the 1980s. It is a by-product of sel gris, the gray sea salt that in the late 1990s became so popular.

  Fleur de sel blossoms on the surface of the saline pools that give us gray sea salt. When the conditions are just right, when the sun is hot and the wind is up, the salt blooms, crystallizing out of a saturated brine. Nearly instantly it forms a fragile skin over the salty liquor. For decades, the sauniers (salt farmers) broke up the veneer of crystals as they raked the bed of salt; left intact, it forms a shield that slows evaporation. But by the 1980s, French chefs had discovered fleur de sel and farmers were only too pleased to fill the new demand.

  In the late 1990s, fleur de sel was the world’s most expensive salt, commanding prices in the United States of more than thirty dollars a pound. Since then, as the fever for specialty salts has soared, that is no longer true, though some small purveyors sell fleur de sel for nearly double what it was fetching in 1998.

  Salt farming has become a popular profession in France. In each of the regions, there are new training schools with more applicants than positions. In America in the early 1970s, young people headed to rural areas to live closer to the land and escape increasingly corporate sources of food. In France, young people flock to the West Coast for the same reasons, for the innocence and rhythm of farming salt. It adds to the perceived romance of the salt itself; photographs show beautiful young men (Frenchmen, at that), clad in nothing more than denim shorts, long hair tousled by the coastal winds, raking piles of glittering crystals from aquamarine pools. What about that salty kiss?

  Condiment salt. It was inevitable that the term would be coined, and coined it was. I don’t know who first used the phrase, but by the mid-1990s salt lovers, salt sellers, and salt farmers were all using it to refer to fleur de sel and a few other specialty salts. When Mark Bitterman of The Meadow, a boutique of artisan products founded by his wife, published his highly successful book Salted in 2010, 52 of the 157 salts he describes are recommended solely to finish a dish, which is to say as a condiment. As the country’s official stance on salt continues to be “less is better,” a lot of us have gone salt crazy.

  Fleur de sel remains the premier condiment salt to all but a few passionate aficionados, like aceto balsamico tradizionale or the finest extra virgin olive oil. The cream atop the milk, it has been called, the caviar of salt. Its flavor is delicate, yet full and round in your mouth; it does not sear the tip of the tongue as some salts do; there is no bitterness, no sharpness. The most important characteristic is its texture; it crunches pleasantly between your teeth, and because it is crystalline rather than flaky, it dissolves slowly: Sprinkled on summer tomatoes, it lingers, salty jewels for the tongue to savor.

  If fleur de sel leads the pack of artisan salts when it comes to reputation, sel gris isn’t far behind. As late as 1996, it was a well-kept secret, praised by food writers, coveted by chefs, and loved by anyone who had visited the marshes of Brittany and tasted the salt that is sold, so casually and cheaply, alongside the road and at the outdoor markets of the area. But it was pricey (in some instances, well over ten dollars a pound) and uncommon in the American kitchen. In 1997, Holly Peterson Mondavi, a chef in the Napa Valley wine country in California, founded her company Sea Stars and began importing and packaging an elegant, coarse sel gris from Guérande in France. By 1998, sel gris was everywhere. The race was on. Now it is nearly impossible to name all the brands.

  
    Salt Tasting in Wine Country

    When Ernie Shelton of Shelton's Market in downtown Healdsburg, California, saw a huge array of specialty salts at a natural foods expo several springs ago, he did not hesitate.

    “Nobody is doing this,” he said to his two brothers, “let’s build a salt bar, the first in wine country.”

    Ernie has worked in the natural foods industry for most of his adult life but his long experience has neither lulled him into complaisance nor rendered him immune to inspiration. Perhaps it is his other life as a jazz singer in the style of Mel Torme—when he was little more than a toddler, he told his nonna that he wanted to be a song-and-dance man and he performs frequently at house concerts—that keeps him open to delight, a sensibility that shapes his store in subtle, inviting ways.

    A busy shopper might not notice but a thoughtful customer surveying the shelves will spot Ernie’s savory inspiration, a salt bar, tucked at the far end of an inner row.

    Salts from around the world, some—that culinary workhorse Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt, for example—are familiar but most are new, even to dedicated salt aficionados. There are dozens of brands of sea salt, some ground as fine as powder, others in large crystals, a few ideal for a salt grinder.

    The heart of the salt bar rests on a middle shelf, where nearly two dozen glass jars filled with salts that glisten like colorful jewels in the light beckon the curious and the eager. Among the selections are Kala Namak, traditional black salt from India; Murray River, pale peach flake salt from Australia; Hawaiian alaea salt, tinted brick red by natural clay; and Sel Gris de Guerande, the famous gray salt from the northwest coast of France. There are two “lava” salts, tinted black with activated charcoal.

    Some of the most intriguing salts are those that have been smoked; a single grain dissolving on your tongue evokes delicious possibilities. Sprinkle a few crystals over deviled or scrambled eggs, cheese fondue and thinly sliced salmon or halibut gravlax.

    All of the bulk salts may be sampled but above the jars that hold them is a row of small tins of flavored salts that must be taken home to be tasted. You’ll find salts flavored with everything from rosemary, garlic, lemon, and lime to ginger, black truffles, wine, espresso, balsamic vinegar, and more, each a perfect hostess gift.

  

  Just two hours from Paris (via the high-speed train), windswept Brittany has a wild, ancient feel. The region has a unique cuisine, shaped in part by its signature salts. Here in Brittany locals prefer salted butter, the only region in France where this is true. Lamb raised on these salt marshes is called pré-salé, that is, “next to the salt,” and is praised for its succulence and flavor. And then there are Brittany’s prized oysters, so enduring and abundant for centuries, like its salt, yet so fragile and threatened today.

  Salt, Salt Everywhere

  Artisan salt farming is not a French monopoly. In Portugal, a natural artesian well feeds the salt ponds of Rio Maior, an inland village, where for centuries families have raked and harvested their sun-dried salt using traditional methods. Here, houses are made entirely of wood—walls are joined by wooden dowels; even locks and keys are made of wood. Salt corrodes metal (if you live where it snows you know this; it was news to me, a child of the California sun), and does so quickly, yet it preserves wood for centuries.

  Farmers are barefoot in Rio Maior, too (a practice that prevents them from accidentally kicking dirt and rocks into the delicate salt), but not bare-chested, bare-headed, or bare-handed. They wear traditional knit hats to protect themselves from sun and salt, and use hand-carried baskets to transport the salt from the crystallization ponds to nearby piles of fresh salt. The salt—smallish crystals with a clean, briny flavor—is sold through local cooperatives.

  [image: image]

  The Mediterranean Sea is saltier than the Atlantic Ocean, as inland seas always are. The increased concentration shortens the time required for the water to evaporate and the salt to crystallize. The quieter tides make salt farming an easier task than it is along the Atlantic or Pacific coasts. Most Mediterranean salt, such as La Baleine, a popular French sea salt now owned by Morton’s, the American company that made “when it rains it pours” a household slogan, is refined in modern facilities.

  Trapani, on the northwestern tip of Sicily, is different. Salt has been farmed there since the time of the Phoenicians, and it seems as if little has changed. Ancient windmills are still the only power, save the sun. These enormous windmills—each is named and most are several centuries old—power the pumps that transport the seawater into the drying pans, and also turn the stone wheels that grind the salt crystals. No barefoot farmers here, though; the workers wear tall black rubber boots. The pure white salt with its angular crystals is extremely hard, dry, and slow to dissolve; it’s a good salt to use in salt mills and for salting the water for pasta.

  Snowflakes on the Windshield

  Professional chefs differ when it comes to the salts they prefer. Some don’t care (I’ve been in those kitchens, seen the tin shaker on a rack above the range, watched as a shower of table salt mixed with powdered black pepper rains onto virtually everything); some prefer what they perceive as the more complex flavor of sea salt, even when they aren’t quite sure exactly what sea salt is (and even when it’s the same product as that table salt).

  A lot of chefs like kosher salt, by which they mean the coarse salt sold under the Diamond Crystal brand (now owned by Cargill Corporation), which is easy to grab between your fingers, the classic “pinch” of salt. There are other kosher salts on the market, made using different techniques, but Diamond Crystal is unique. It is my salt of choice for cooking, my default salt, the one I carry in my purse or pocket in a discreet little wooden box, just in case. It is different, and its qualities and the method by which it is produced are worth a look.

  It was a continuing debate with my friend Daniel Patterson, an extraordinarily talented chef with a palate I admire, about our favorite salts (he prefers a French sea salt for general cooking) that set me on the trail of kosher salt’s story. It wasn’t long before I knocked on the door, electronically speaking, of the late Skip Niman, a chemist who began working for Diamond Crystal in 1959. He was, during his long career, probably the world’s leading expert on the Alberger method of producing the coarse crystals we call kosher salt.

  “It will be easiest for you to understand important differences between kosher salt and table salt if you look at the two under a magnifying glass,” Skip suggested just a few minutes into our first conversation. I followed his instructions, and urge you to do the same. Place small separate piles on a dark surface—a black plate or a piece of construction paper is perfect. Look at each through something that will magnify it a little. The table salt looks like a pile of perfectly shaped ice cubes. Now; think of what happens when you drop ice cubes on a car windshield. They slide down, melting very slowly, leaving a trail of water in their wake. That’s how granulated salt acts in food and on your tongue.

  The Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt crystals are uneven and jagged, not unlike snowflakes. What happens when snowflakes fall onto a windshield? They melt instantly (don’t argue about frozen windshields and icy buildup; you know what I mean), which is what kosher salt does—it dissolves in a burst of flavor. (If you have another brand of kosher salt around, take a look at that, too. The crystals may be solid and flat, as if run over by tiny steamrollers; or they may be a piles of little cubes, flattened and fused together.)

  Most food-grade salt, including much sea salt, is dissolved (or redissolved, in the case of solar-evaporated salt) and dried in an enclosed vacuum pan; the result is granulated salt, those little cubes you saw so clearly under the magnifying glass. The uneven crystals known technically as grainer and casually as kosher salt are made by heating saturated brines, thus hastening evaporation and crystallization, which occurs on the surface of an open pan. The salt grows downward in the brine, forming hollow pyramids with thin sides known as hopper crystals. Because of the cost of fuel, very little true grainer salt is produced today; Alberger salt, a patented technique developed by J. L. Alberger in 1889 and owned today by Diamond Crystal, has replaced it.

  
    Flakes of Joy

    Ahh, flake salt, those dry, fragile crystals, Skip Niman's snowflakes, how transformative they are. If all you have ever used is the tiny hard cube known as table salt, you are in for a surprise that will, if you pay attention, take your breath away. Because flake salt is dry and fragile, it dissolves quickly, causing flavors to blossom quickly on the palate. It should be your daily salt, your default salt, the one you can't live without. When I travel, I carry some in a little salt box tucked into my purse.

    The most readily available flake is Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt, the largest of several flake salts grown in the same large circulator. The salts are screened for size and if you put the smallest ones under a powerful microscope, you'll see that they, too are tiny uneven flakes. This kosher salt is inexpensive, which makes it practical; it is delicious and infinitely useful but not dear. Toss it into pasta water, use it for brining, preserving and fermenting, for finishing.

    Other flake salts are interesting, delicious, and fun to use as condiments. Maldon Sea Salt Flakes is produced in Essex, England, by heating a saturated brine, similar to how Diamond Crystal Kosher Salt is made. These crystals tend to be a bit larger and they crack like briny jewels between your teeth. Recently, the family owned and operated company added smoked salt to their classic white salt. These two salts add a delightful flourish to all manner of foods, from watermelon and pineapple to grilled lamb chops.

    Other flake salts—Halen Môn from Wales, Murray River from Australia, Cyprus Flake Salt, Cyprus Black Lava Salt—are lovely, too, and appropriate for finishing dishes, not as default cooking salts. Because mouthfeel--the physical impact of shape and texture on the palate—is an essential aspect of these salts and because this quality vanishes the moment the salt dissolves, there is no advantage to using any of them in general cooking.

  

  
    Care for a Sandwich?

    Although the sandwich is utterly familiar to us as that famous dish consisting of two slices of bread with something wedged in between, the suffix “wich” has a long history in England indicating a village where salt was produced. Such places as Droitwich in Worcestershire and Northwich, Nantwich, and Middlewich, in Cheshire, all produced salt. The term seems originally to have indicated the group of buildings where salt was made, as well as the wich-houses, where brine was evaporated. The word “sandwich” as it applies to food is said to have been named for John Montagu, fourth Earl of Sandwich, who once spent twenty-four hours at a gambling table and ate nothing but roast beef between two slices of bread, something he could hold with one hand while he continued to play.
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