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I. INTRODUCTION

We Still Eat Well. So Can You.

This book is a report from the front lines. The advice and recipes that follow are based on a quest for ways to make food taste good without salt that spans nearly two decades, along with a four-year effort to organize and expand upon it for publication, first on the Internet, now as a book.

The authors, the father a journalist, the son a self-taught chef—approach this task unapologetically as amateurs. Accepting that the physicians and nutritionists are right when they order a reduction in sodium intake for the management of a medical problem, how is the patient who loves food supposed to cope?

Other diet orders, if troublesome, are less challenging. Reducing cholesterol or fat, for example, means substitutions of ingredients or shifts in menus. Replace the butter with margarine; forget the cheeseburgers and ice cream; go for chicken, fish, fruits, and vegetables. You may have to give up on foods that have comforted you since childhood, but you can still go out to a restaurant with friends, still frequent familiar aisles of the supermarket. Most important, you can still make the food you are allowed to eat taste good to you in the conventional ways.

It’s not the same when a doctor orders you to cut out salt. A quick investigation lays the basis for panic. Reduce sodium intake to 1,500 milligrams per day: Okay, take a calculator shopping and start checking the nutritional analyses printed on labels. Bread: 135 milligrams of sodium per slice. Butter: 85 milligrams per tablespoon. Bacon: 290 milligrams in two strips. Cheerios: 280 milligrams per cup. Cheddar cheese: 180 milligrams per ounce. Tuna fish: 750 milligrams in a six-ounce can. Mustard: 50 milligrams per teaspoon. Mayonnaise: 80 milligrams per tablespoon. Canned green beans, pasta sauce, and chicken noodle soup: 390 milligrams, 610 milligrams, and 980 milligrams in half a cup of each.

At this rate, you’ll hit the 1,500 milligram ceiling halfway through lunch. The reality sinks in: Whole sections of the supermarket—virtually all the processed foods—are now off limits. And 1,500 milligrams a day isn’t all that strict. Some doctors want you below 750 or 500.

Restaurants are equally discouraging. McDonald’s and Burger King now post nutritional analyses of their fare, and the sodium amounts are forbidding: 1,380 milligrams in Burger King’s Whopper with cheese, 1,070 in McDonald’s Big Mac. Fish and chicken sandwiches exceed 1,000 milligrams at each place.

To handle the low-sodium diet, you’ll have to forget the fast food and think more than twice about the ethnic places you’ve learned to love over the years, especially the Asian restaurants that depend so much on soy sauce (1,319 milligrams per tablespoon). Higher-end continental and American cuisine offer some hope, but you have to be aggressive about ordering dishes prepared without salt, pinning down the waiter and the chef.

Home cooking offers the best hope for continued enjoyment of food, but here, too, the challenge is serious. A single teaspoon of table salt (sodium chloride) contains 2,132 milligrams of sodium, more than even a liberal daily limit, and you also need to count the sodium that occurs naturally in the food you prepare. These amounts are significant: 150 milligrams of sodium in 8 ounces of boneless broiled chicken, 180 milligrams in 8 ounces of broiled sirloin steak.

The arithmetic leads to an uncompromising bottom line: Cooking for yourself, you can get decent nourishment within the confines of a low-sodium diet, but given the naturally occurring sodium in food, you will have to do so without adding any salt whatsoever, either when you prepare the food or when you sit down to eat it. For all too many people, that’s a devastating idea.

Do the doctors who order a low-sodium diet understand what it can mean? We wonder.

A young woman we know recently moved in with her aging parents, no longer able to live by themselves because of multiple medical problems. Attempting to prepare tasty meals, the daughter found herself stumped by the 750-milligram-per-day sodium limit her father’s doctor had imposed. “They gave us no guidance,” she says of her efforts to cope. “I was just stumbling around, reading labels.” She wound up preparing flavorless and totally monotonous combinations of rice and steamed vegetables day after day.

An older friend speaks despairingly of the low-sodium diet that reduced her cuisine to unadorned rice and chicken breasts. The restriction dealt a serious blow to her quality of life: Retired from a successful career as an educator, she now lives alone; sharing good food with friends had been a basic source of enjoyment.

Shortly after we began uploading salt-free recipes on our Web site a man wrote to us with startling gratitude. “You have literally saved my wife’s life,” he declared. “Since we found out she couldn’t eat anything with salt in it she had almost stopped eating. The doctor warned her about weight loss, but it didn’t help.”

These are frustrating stories, because monotony, despair, and near starvation are wholly unnecessary for the sake of a salt-free diet.

Our own interest in a low-sodium cuisine began more than 20 years ago when David Anderson was diagnosed with high blood pressure and ordered off salt by his doctor. He began experimenting in the kitchen and embarked on the often frustrating hunt for salt-free products off the shelf. Several years later, his son Tom began to pursue a passion for cooking and brought his imagination and a fascination with gourmet cuisine to his father’s continuing quest for flavor.

While life without salt has meant the sacrifice of some foods we used to love—pastrami, hot dogs with sauerkraut, bacon for breakfast, the Easter ham—it has also meant the discovery of new dishes that are just as satisfying, if not more so, through a process that is always creative and often fun. We feel that we eat very well, whether at home with our families or entertaining our friends. So can you.

The Salt-Free Palate

Salt is cheap and plentiful; it all too easily becomes a habit, if not an addiction. As you use it, your numbing palate demands more and more. This makes it easy to build up a big daily salt intake without much effort, but the good news is that the process may be reversed. Breaking the habit is entirely possible, and success entitles you to a sense of liberation.

Palates adjust. After you eliminate salt from your diet, food will taste bland for a week or so; then you’ll begin to notice a lot of interesting flavor you may never have tasted before in mundane items: a good variety of rice, fresh potatoes, certain green vegetables, a ripe tomato. Meanwhile, canned soups and snacks like pretzels and chips will taste so salty as to be inedible.

You could stop there, simply following recipes in the standard cookbooks minus the salt. But the problem intrigued us: The new flavors revealed by the absence of salt invited enhancement and experimentation with herbs and spices, vinegar, lemon juice, and wine. The recipes and advice that follow are the result.

Like any recipes, they must speak for themselves; the proof of their value is in the tasting. We believe, however, that our experience of giving up salt and finding our own way to cooking without it may yield a cuisine more valid and useful than those commissioned as “special-diet” projects from chefs trained to believe salt is an essential ingredient and who like the taste of it. As with appreciation of art, there is a big subjective element to appreciation of food. Salt-free cooking based on a salt-free palate and unencumbered by culinary traditions produces a cuisine we are proud to serve to family and guests alike.

A cautionary note: The recipes and advice that follow are intended only to help people reduce salt intake—a concern of millions who have no need for further dietary restrictions. They are not designed with the idea of reducing cholesterol, fat, carbohydrates, sugar, or other elements of diet that physicians might restrict along with sodium in order to treat some medical conditions. People seeking to manage additional restrictions may well be able to adapt these recipes—for example, by substituting salt-free margarine for butter. The principles of preserving and deepening flavor without salt that one can learn from this book should remain valid for a dieter facing other limitations as well. If in doubt, show the recipes in this book to a medical professional and follow his or her advice about how to use them.

Counting Milligrams

How much sodium do you ingest each day from salt and from the sodium that occurs naturally in foods? That’s the first question that comes up when a doctor imposes a limit, and sometimes it’s a hard one to answer with precision. Processed food packages list sodium contents, permitting calculations based on how much of them you eat. It’s important to shop carefully. Terms on labels follow rules established by the Food and Drug Administration. Only products containing fewer than 5 milligrams of sodium per serving may be labeled “sodium free.” Those labeled “very low sodium” may contain no more than 35 milligrams per serving, while a “low sodium” product may contain up to 140 milligrams per serving or per 50 grams of the food.

A “low sodium” serving may therefore contribute a sizable piece of one’s 1,500-milligram-per-day limit. It’s also important to check the serving sizes as well as the sodium counts. Campbell’s “Healthy Request” vegetable soup, for example, contains 480 milligrams of sodium in a 1/2 cup serving of the condensed soup. The 1/2 cup “serving” makes one cup of soup when diluted with an equal amount of water, but one cup doesn’t look like much in a soup bowl; a lot of people will want more, especially if that is their main dish for lunch or supper.

For foods you prepare at home, you’ll want to learn the sodium values for common ingredients (see our chart). In general, you’ll find natural sodium concentrated in meats, poultry, and fish; a large egg contains about 60 milligrams, a cup of whole milk has 122.

Most vegetables are very low in sodium, with some notable exceptions: celery (151 milligrams per cup, chopped), spinach (90 milligrams per cooked cup), beets (81 milligrams per cup), and Swiss chard (125 milligrams per cooked cup). A cup of grated carrot contains 52 milligrams, while a cup of mashed boiled turnips contains 78. While these amounts are significant, they are not, in our opinion, worth worrying about if the vegetable in question is part of a larger dish. Adding celery or spinach to a soup or stew, for example, won’t add enough to the sodium content of a serving to make a big difference. On the other hand, the sodium values of such vegetables are worth remembering when planning meals. If the meat dish is high in sodium (250 milligrams per serving, say) serve it with broccoli (16 milligrams per cup, cooked) rather than spinach or beets.

If you are computer literate and you want more detailed nutritional information, you can consult the huge national database maintained by the United States Department of Agriculture which gives complete nutritional analyses for thousands of foods. You can find it on the Internet at www.nal.usda.gov/fnic/foodcomp. It’s an excellent resource, if a bit cumbersome to use. Enter the name of a food product in the search engine, and the database will deliver two pages of nutritional information for you to read and print out. You have to search through all the ingredients to find the sodium count in milligrams, then do a bit of arithmetic to translate the quantities for the food you want to prepare.

To save time, you can purchase software to run on your computer that analyzes individual food products and recipes. To calculate sodium contents of recipes in this book and on our Web site, we’ve been using Food Analyst Plus, produced by Hopkins Technology of Hopkins, Minnesota (612-931-9376 or www.hoptechno.com/faplus.htm). You enter the food product and quantity (for a recipe, you also break it down by serving size). The software then consults databases loaded onto its CD-ROM and calculates nutrient contents, including sodium in milligrams.

If you don’t have a computer, you can purchase a basic reference book like Bowes and Church’s Food Values of Portions Commonly Used, a 481-page tome (Lippincott, located in Philadelphia and New York). In truth, however, you may soon decide that the chart we’ve provided in this book, based mostly on the USDA database, is all you need. You’re likely to settle into a routine based on salt-free ingredients and recipes you like, and after looking up the sodium contents of your favorite foods a few times, you’ll know them by heart.

The Salt-Free Shopper

Forbidding as they remain today, supermarkets were much more frustrating for the salt-free dieter two decades ago. In those days, the only place worth frequenting was the short section of shelves designated “special diet.” Here you might find overpriced and not very tasty versions of a few familiar condiments and other processed foods bearing labels such as Weight Watchers or Pritikin that emphasized their contents’ relevance to medical advice rather than good eating.

Today, it’s worth spending more time in the main aisles of the big stores. Food producers, aware of growing demand, are offering more and more salt-free versions of common products like peanut butter, chicken broth, catsup, and mustard and putting them on the shelves alongside the mainstream products rather than confining them to the special-diet section.

Even so, you’re likely to find more useful purchases in a health-food or natural-food store. We’ve been gratified to watch the health-food retail business shift from boutiques and mom-and-pop storefronts to big warehouses, at least in urban centers. The mood is much more encouraging than in the supermarkets; everyone should eat this way, the store suggests, not just people under doctor’s orders. And many of the salt-free products are more satisfying than the supermarket brands. The catsup or can of beans originally conceived as organic, simple, and salt-free look better and taste better than low-sodium variants of older products that grew to commercial maturity under the influence of chemical additives and consumer testing.

Shopping is more problematic if you don’t have access to a health-food store. Again, a computer may be helpful, as more and more producers of low-sodium products are advertising them on Web sites, and are sometimes selling them on the Internet. You can also develop your personal file of connections by calling the producers directly. Most food labels list the producer’s name and headquarters city; some list toll-free numbers as well. Ask for the customer service or sales departments. They should be able to give you a list of retailers near you who sell the product as well as mail order distributors. Some producers are willing to fill mail orders themselves.

A mail order house that distributes one salt-free product, of course, is likely to distribute many others as well. Get its catalog and see what else it has to offer. Start a master list of products you’ll want on a continuing basis and ways to get them through the mail, by phone, or online. All the calling around takes time and runs up telephone charges, but the return—a customized salt-free shopping network—makes it a sound investment.

Bread Without Salt

Brother Peter Reinhart, author of Brother Juniper’s Bread Book, declares flatly that “Bread needs salt,” reflecting a view common to many bakers. “If we forget to put salt in the dough, it takes off faster than usual and the crust does not brown evenly. The bread tastes dull and flat.... Saltless bread is barely bread.... If you have a salt problem or are on a restricted diet, try to eliminate it from other elements of your diet.”

Such is the conventional wisdom, yet we’ve been baking bread without salt for years and never had a problem with unevenly browned crust or controlling its rise. And we’ve discovered that there are many ways to bake tasty bread without salt. We’re not alone. In Northern Italy, Tuscan bakers have baked salt-free bread since the sixteenth century, when they decided they didn’t like paying the tax imposed on salt. Travel there today, and you’ll find a warm loaf of saltless bread at the center of the buffets the hotels set out each morning for breakfast.

It’s possible to buy fairly good commercially produced salt-free bread, usually in health-food stores. The best are whole-wheat or whole-grain breads; satisfying as they are, they leave a lot of cravings unfulfilled. What to do if you hanker for a good sour rye or, perhaps, the soft, full-flavored white bread that makes great breakfast toast or a classic tomato sandwich?

The answer is to bake your own—this book contains our recipes for rye, white, and many other breads. While some bread bakers, like winemakers, try to invest the craft with intimidating mumbo jumbo, in truth, baking your own bread is not hard to do. And it grants a satisfying measure of control over your cuisine.

You can learn enough to bake good bread at home by reading a good basic bread cookbook. Or you may have access to a cooking school that offers a short course (two or three sessions) in bread baking. When we enrolled in such a class recently, we explained that we wanted to make our bread without salt. As it happened, we lucked out: Instead of recoiling in horror, the instructor welcomed the challenge and made it part of the group’s learning experience. Asked about the advice of bakers like Brother Peter, he agreed that it’s nonsense. People who like the way salt tastes in bread, he suggested, think up a lot of elegant reasons for why it’s essential. The challenge is to find ways to make bread flavorful—simply omitting salt from many traditional recipes produces a loaf even people with well developed salt-free palates may find bland.

Here are a few general rules gleaned from classes and our own experience:

Substitute sweet for salt. A quarter cup of full-flavored honey or molasses greatly enhances the flavor of wheat and distracts the palate from its memory of salt in bread. Some salt-free bakers also add a touch of sweetness by cooking a half cup of bulgur wheat or cracked wheat in a cup of fruit juice (apple works best), allowing it to cool, and adding it to the liquid ingredients before stirring in the flour.

Use unbleached, stone ground, organically grown flours. These develop more flavor than the processed flours sold under major brand names in supermarkets; the difference is especially noticeable with both white all-purpose flours and the “bread” flours that contain more gluten. It’s worth a trip to the health-food store to find unbleached organic flour; if yours doesn’t have a good flour section (many don’t) you can always purchase excellent flours by mail or phone order from King Arthur Flour of Norwich, Vermont (1-800-827-6836).

Learn to start breads with sponges and sourdough starters. Dissolving yeast, adding a small amount of flour, and allowing it to rise and then fall in a warm place creates a “sponge” to which the rest of the ingredients are added to make the dough. Fermentation gives the sponge an assertive sweet-sour flavor that remains an important feature of the finished loaf. A new sponge is prepared for each new batch of dough. Sourdough starters are sponges that begin with smaller amounts of yeast, often only the wild yeast present in the atmosphere, and are allowed to ferment over a period of days. Typically, the baker uses only a portion of the starter for each new dough, then replenishes it with fresh flour so that it continues to ferment and will be ready for the next baking day.

We encourage you to try our bread recipes (which incorporate all these principles) as a way to teach yourself the basics. You can also find good discussions of sourdough baking and recipes for starters, as well as a lot of other bread baking lore, in The Village Baker by Joe Ortiz (Ten Speed Press, Berkeley, California); Bread Alone by Daniel Leader and Judith Blahnik (William Morrow and Company, New York); and Bernard Clayton’s New Complete Book of Breads by Bernard Clayton, Jr. (Simon & Schuster, New York).

If you don’t have time to learn a new craft—and you don’t mind adding another small appliance to your kitchen counter—you can get a bread machine. While the more complicated bread recipes are better carried out by hand, you may be satisfied with the simpler ones, and a machine may be the best way for you to make good salt-free bread. Here’s one recipe that works; when we tried it with a machine, the bread it produced had a light crust, good texture, and plenty of flavor—a fine option for breakfast toast and sandwiches.

BREAD MACHINE BREAD

6 oz. water (3/4 c.)

2 tbsp. milk 

23/4 c. bread flour 

2 tbsp. sugar 

2 tbsp. unsalted butter 

21/4 tsp. active dry yeast (1 package) 

Put the liquid in the canister of the machine, then add the flour and sugar. Cut up the butter and place it at the corners of the canister. Make a well in the mixture, add the yeast, and turn on the machine. (Follow the instructions that came with your machine; some may call for adding dry and liquid ingredients in a different sequence.)

YIELD: 1 loaf of bread 
SODIUM CONTENT: 3 mg. of sodium per 1/2 inch slice

Cheese Options

Traditional cheese makers, like bread bakers, consider salt an essential ingredient and don’t have much patience with people who want cheese without it. This is a problem. Exploring all the wonderful varieties of cheese is fun, if fattening; this is an area where adherence to a low-sodium diet requires some sacrifice. You’ll have to give up the generous dustings of Parmesan on pasta, the invitingly ripe Camembert with wine or fruit, the sturdy wedge of New York or Vermont Cheddar with your slice of apple pie. These may contain 200 to 500 milligrams of sodium per ounce. There are, however some good substitutes:

Low-Sodium Gouda. This is by far the most useful of the salt-free cheeses. Its full, slightly sharp flavor and smooth texture make it perfectly presentable to serve before dinner with low-sodium crackers, in a grilled cheese sandwich, or with fruit or desserts. And it contains only 10 milligrams of sodium per ounce. We also grate it up to sprinkle on top of pastas or other dishes calling for doses of sharp grated cheese. In two decades, we’ve never tired of its flavor.

The problem is finding it. Low-sodium Gouda, imported from Holland, appears sporadically, cut into wedges, in the cheese or deli cases of supermarkets. If you live near a cheese shop or specialty food store, ask for it; if they don’t have it in stock, they may be able to order it. If you do request a special order, the retailer may ask that you purchase an entire wheel. Consider it. The cheese keeps well, and you’ll be surprised how quickly it disappears, given its great versatility.

Swiss Lorraine. This lacy, delicately flavored cheese seems to be available more and more often in delicatessens and at supermarket deli counters. Get it sliced paper thin for use in sandwiches; it also tastes great on pizza, and it contains only 35 milligrams of sodium per ounce.

Fresh Mozzarella. Speaking of pizza, if you want to make your own, you’ll want a good source of unsalted mozzarella cheese, which has only 40 milligrams of sodium per ounce compared with 150 or so for salted versions. The best salt-free mozzarella is made fresh daily; you’ll find it in Italian delicatessens and specialty shops. We’ve learned to love the light, milky flavor of this cheese all by itself; in August and September, when the tomatoes are ripe, we make the most of them by cutting big slices, topping each one with a slab of unsalted mozzarella and a single basil leaf, then sprinkling them with olive oil, balsamic vinegar, and black pepper.

Salt-Free Swiss. This may be the most widely available of all the salt-free cheeses, but it also has the least satisfying flavor. You’re likely to find it in supermarkets in the dairy case, cut into long rectangular chunks, alongside other mainstream packaged cheeses. Typically, it bears a bright little sticker identifying it as salt free, and it contributes a modest 10 milligrams of sodium per ounce. It’s basically just traditional Swiss cheese without the salt, and we’re the first to agree that it’s an acquired taste. We also have to say that we’ve acquired it over the years; even if the flavor is a bit watery, the nutty quality of Swiss survives. Use this cheese sliced thin for a sandwich on whole-wheat bread with one of the salt-free mustards and a handful of unsalted potato chips, put it out for your guests before dinner with low-sodium crackers, or grate it up and sprinkle it on pasta. The flavor is best if you allow it to warm to room temperature before serving.

Quark. No, we don’t mean the subatomic particle; we mean yogurt cheese, the thick, tasty stuff you get when you drain much of the liquid out of fresh yogurt. It makes a fine substitute for cream cheese with little fat (depending on the yogurt used to make it) and no salt. Hawthorne Valley Farm of Ghent, New York, makes a commercial version, available in health-food stores, with only 10 milligrams of sodium per two-tablespoon serving; a similar amount of traditional cream cheese contains anywhere from 75 to 150 milligrams.

If you can’t find commercially produced quark, you can always make your own. Start with good yogurt that contains no gelatin or other texture enhancing additives. Line a large strainer with cheesecloth or a coffee filter and suspend it over a bowl. Dump the yogurt into the strainer, put it in the refrigerator, and allow it to stand for several hours. (We like to set it up before going to bed, then enjoy quark with toast for breakfast.) Liquid will drain out of the yogurt, leaving a nice batch of quark. The sodium and fat contents of homemade quark depend on the amounts of sodium and fat in the yogurt you use to make it.

The Best Breakfasts

For the most part, the famous cereals we were sold on as kids are all loaded with sodium: 300 milligrams in a cup of Kellogg’s Corn Flakes, 350 milligrams in a half cup of Post Grape-Nuts, and 280 milligrams in a cup of General Mills’ Cheerios. But there’s a fortunate exception: shredded wheat.

This product, biscuits made of wheat kernels that have been run through a mechanical shredder, layered, and baked, contains no salt; in fact it contains nothing at all but wheat and therefore no sodium. It has plenty of all-American flavor on its own. A bowl of it complemented by milk, banana slices, and a bit of brown sugar makes a great way to start the day on a regular basis. (Be aware, however, that a half cup of milk adds about 65 milligrams of sodium to the dish.)

Some people object to the shape and texture of traditional shredded wheat, unkindly comparing this useful food to a scouring pad. But a decade or so ago, manufacturers of the product addressed that problem by offering bite-sized or “mini-wheat” versions that reduced the basic biscuit to the more manageable size of a postage stamp.

Shredded wheat was invented more than a hundred years ago by Henry Drushel Perky, who set up a manufacturing operation for it in Niagara Falls, New York. Nabisco, which produced shredded wheat for many years with a picture of the falls on the box, sold its cereal to Post, which is now owned by Kraft Foods. You’ll find other brands in health-food stores, but we see no reason to substitute them for the supermarket product, which has the richest wheat flavor of those we’ve tried.

If you tire of shredded wheat, you can shift to granola, which is often made without salt. Some of the best granolas are available in health-food stores and sold in bulk rather than packaged under a brand name. But make sure they are salt free! (Since you’ll probably want to eat granola with that half cup of milk, it’s important to get a zero-sodium variety.) Find a store manager and be sure he or she really knows the ingredients. Otherwise, you can find packaged granola-like concoctions in both health-food stores and supermarkets. Again, check the labels, since many commercially prepared granolas contain salt. Products bearing the same brand name may contain salt or not depending on the particular combination of grains, sweeteners, nuts, and dried fruits.

The Condiment Crisis

Good condiments—mustard, catsup, mayonnaise, etc.—make so much everyday food worth eating, yet the common commercial recipes for them are loaded with salt, enough to knock them off your shopping list forever. And for many folks, that may be the most devastating part of a low-sodium diet. Burgers without catsup? A roast beef sandwich without mustard? Tuna fish without mayonnaise? How can life be lived?

If this looks like a crisis, however, panic isn’t warranted. A number of salt-free catsups and mustards are available in health-food stores and often in supermarkets. As for mayonnaise, for years we’ve been using a viable substitute—Hain eggless mayonnaise dressing—but without a lot of satisfaction. It’s sodium free, and the taste, based on soy oil, vinegar, lemon juice, and honey, approximates familiar mayo well enough in a tuna or chicken sandwich. But the consistency is denser and oilier than an egg-based mayonnaise, and a classic element of flavor seems conspicuously missing.

The obvious answer is to make an egg-based mayonnaise at home, and once upon a time that would have been easy to recommend. Now there’s a problem: Mayonnaise recipes call for raw eggs, and eggs on the market today aren’t guaranteed to be free of salmonella; eating raw eggs is considered high-risk behavior. Most people who want to make their own mayonnaise, therefore, turn to the pasteurized raw eggs or egg products commonly found in supermarket dairy cases. But many of the pasteurized egg products contain salt.

You can get around this problem if your supermarket carries pasteurized egg whites. This product is designed for the low-cholesterol dieter, and the versions we’ve seen, unlike those based on pasteurized whole eggs, are salt free. Because eggs contain a certain amount of natural sodium, the unsalted pasteurized egg whites are not sodium free, either. A quarter cup portion contains 70 milligrams of sodium. Even so, when diluted with oil, vinegar, and other mayonnaise ingredients, the salt-free egg whites make a mayonnaise that contains only 8 milligrams of sodium per tablespoon. It’s also a great mayonnaise, with a nice light texture and an authentic egg flavor. Here’s our recipe:

EGG WHITE MAYONNAISE

1/4 c. pasteurized unsalted egg whites 

2 tsp. white wine vinegar 

1 tsp. lemon juice 

2 tsp. unsalted Dijon mustard 

freshly ground black pepper to taste 

3/4 c. mild-flavored vegetable oil 

Add the egg whites, vinegar, lemon juice, mustard, and pepper to a blender and pulse a few times to combine. Then turn the blender to high speed and add the oil in a thin stream through the hole in the top of the cover. Close the cover completely and allow the blender to continue running until the mayonnaise firms up, about 2 minutes. You may want to stop the blending after a minute or so and use a rubber scraper to push mayonnaise down from the sides of the canister.
   Feel free to elaborate on this mayonnaise. You’ll find our recipes for basil, garlic, sun-dried tomato, and raspberry mayonnaises.

YIELD: 16 tablespoons 
SODIUM CONTENT: 8 mg. of sodium per tablespoon

Horseradish at Home

The root of Armoracia rusticana, also known as horseradish, produces a versatile condiment when finely grated and mixed with cider vinegar and black pepper. While many commercial producers also add salt, it’s hardly necessary, given the root’s fine, bold flavor. Your supermarket may carry a few commercially prepared products that are either salt free or extremely low in sodium, with only 5 milligrams or so per teaspoon.

For the best salt-free horseradish—deepest flavor, strongest bite—we strongly recommend making your own. To do that, you need some raw horseradish root. The best pieces are long and slim, from younger plants. You may be able to find them at farmers’ markets or high-end groceries. Or you can grow them yourself. Here’s our recipe:

HORSERADISH

2 c. horseradish root, scrubbed clean, peeled, and cut into 

1-inch pieces 

1 tbsp. vegetable oil 

1 tbsp. cider vinegar 

freshly ground black pepper to taste 

Put the horseradish root in a blender or food processor and blend until finely grated. Then add the oil and vinegar and continue to blend to the consistency of a coarse sauce. If you prefer a more liquid horseradish, add small amounts of vinegar. Stir in a generous grinding of pepper and remove to a jar for storage until ready to use.

YIELD: 2 cups 
SODIUM CONTENT: 2 mg. of sodium per 2-tablespoon serving

If you have access to a garden plot, you can guarantee yourself a steady supply of fresh horseradish root. Horseradish is easy to grow—too easy, some would say, since the plants are aggressive, crowding whatever else is growing nearby. Armoracia rusticana is a member of the cabbage and mustard family. The dark green leaves grow big and coarse; some recommend picking the younger ones for use in salads, though we’ve never tried it.

To start your own stand of horseradish, get a few roots from a garden supply store or a produce market. The pieces of root for planting should be about 1/2 inch in diameter and 3 to 4 inches long. Choose a site with deep, moist soil and full sun or partial shade. Bury the roots vertically, covered with soil, about a foot apart. The plants will grow to a height of 2 feet, with a horizontal spread up to 18 inches. If you plant in the spring, you should have good roots to harvest by fall.

Garden books warn that the horseradish is invasive and will choke out other plants if not removed completely every fall. In our experience, that’s easier said than done. The roots do grow wildly, and we’ve never been able to dig them all out. As a result, the pieces of root left in the ground generate new, bigger plants each year. While this can create problems of garden management—you might consider planting your first roots along the edge of the garden plot or in a corner—it also guarantees a steady supply of fresh horseradish through the spring, summer, and fall.

Hot and Helpful

We use a lot of salt-free chili powder, and not just because we like our recipes for vegetarian chili or chili con carne. Some time ago, we discovered that the addition of a half teaspoon of salt-free chili powder followed by a teaspoon of lemon juice brings up the flavor in a whole range of soups, stews, and vegetable dishes that otherwise seemed bland, without lending a noticeable chili taste. And if the chili powder adds a little bite, that’s all to the good, we think. Hot spice adds a bit of distraction for palates that might still be missing salt.

Some popular brands of chili powder contain salt, and while the amounts cited on labels seem small (10 milligrams per quarter teaspoon), they add up to a lot if you are dumping a couple of teaspoons (for a large soup or stew) or two or three tablespoons (for chili) into the pot. Besides, there’s no reason chili powder should contain salt. It’s a gratuitous addition, given the good ground hot pepper, oregano, garlic, and other spices that go into the chili powder mix. You may be able to find a salt-free version in a supermarket—the last time we checked, Durkee offered one. Otherwise, try a health-food store.

We think of curry powder in the same way we think of chili powder, and we like to have a lot of it around. It’s essential, of course, for meat and vegetable curries, and the great pork vindaloo (an Indian curry dish) we created in response to a cooking school teacher who insisted on loading his version of the dish with salt (see recipe). But the flavors of curry also invite experimentation. We routinely sprinkle it on the low-sodium tuna fish increasingly available in supermarkets, along with black pepper and a little lemon juice. We also add a bit to salad dressing and the flour or salt-free bread crumbs we use to coat chicken before broiling or frying. Commercial salt-free curry powders are somewhat easier to find than salt-free chili powders, but once we learned how to make our own curry powder by grinding up common spices, we no longer bothered to put a commercial version on the shopping list. Curry powder is easy to prepare, and a whiff of the results should persuade you that fresh grinding is worth the trouble.

For this and other do-it-yourself spice blends, it’s best to work with an electric spice grinder—a mini electric blender that holds about a half a cup of dry ingredients. Such grinders are commonly available at housewares stores and are not expensive; people use them for grinding a pot’s worth of coffee beans just before brewing. (If you get one for spices, however, don’t use it for coffee; otherwise, coffee will taste like spices, and spices will taste like coffee.) If you don’t like the idea of another electric appliance in the kitchen, you can invest in a mortar and pestle—effective so long as you are willing to expend the elbow grease. You can even improvise a mortar and pestle with a heavy bowl or coffee mug and the thick handle of an implement like an ice cream scoop.
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