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Introduction
Portugal, situated at the westernmost edge of continental Europe, unfurls along the
Atlantic coast in a dramatic display of rugged cliffs, emerald mountains, golden plains,
and sun-baked beaches. Its distinctive topography and climate, combined with
centuries of seafaring adventure and cultural fusion, have forged not only a unique
national character but a cuisine that sings with stories, substance, and soul. From the
lush, rain-fed valleys of Minho in the north to the warm, Mediterranean breezes of the
Algarve in the south, every region of Portugal offers its own culinary treasures—each
shaped by the rhythms of nature, the tides, and human ingenuity.

To understand Portuguese food is to grasp the profound influence of salt and sun, the
two elemental forces that course through its kitchens. Salt, harvested from
shimmering coastal pans since the time of the Phoenicians and the Romans, has
preserved, seasoned, and enriched the nation’s dishes for millennia. The omnipresent
sun not only nurtures vineyards and orchards but also dries, ripens, and sweetens the
bounty of land and sea. Olive oil, often described as Portugal’s “liquid gold,”
completes this trinity, imparting richness and depth to every meal and echoing the
Mediterranean roots that underpin much of the country’s gastronomy.

Yet within these common threads lies a remarkable diversity. The robust, earthy
flavors of the interior—where bread, pork, wild herbs, and cheese reign—contrast with
the bright, briny feasts of the coasts, built around seafood, shellfish, and the iconic
salted cod, bacalhau. Regional specialties, from the vinegary roasts of Bairrada to the
fiery sausages of Trás-os-Montes, speak to the innovative spirit of cooks who have
long relied on what the land and ocean provide. Portugal’s kitchens are also places of
memory and ritual: recipes handed down through generations, food festivals marking
the passage of time, and convent sweets, rich in egg yolks and centuries-old secrets,
that commemorate traditions of devotion and celebration.

Despite this vibrant gastronomic culture, Portuguese cuisine has long eluded the
international spotlight. It has quietly shaped the world through the Age of Discovery,
exporting not just explorers but also flavors—like chili, cinnamon, and dried cod—that
transformed global diets. Yet, beyond the fame of pastéis de nata and the many faces
of bacalhau, many regional gems remain delightfully undiscovered by outsiders. This
book seeks to unveil those treasures, journeying from Porto to the Algarve, from
mountain villages to seaside harbors, and even to Portugal’s volcanic islands. Along
the way, we’ll meet the cooks, farmers, fishermen, and artisans who keep these
traditions vibrant and evolving.

Salt and Sun: The Kitchens of Portugal is not merely a recipe collection, but an
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invitation to explore Portugal’s foodways as living history and living art. Each chapter
offers immersion in a region or tradition: brief glimpses into local geographies and
histories, signature dishes with stories and home-adapted recipes, insights from those
who know the food best, and celebrations where flavor and community meet. You’ll
find practical tips for sourcing Portuguese ingredients, guidance on cooking techniques
both classic and contemporary, and sidebars that reveal the deeper roots of regional
identity.

Whether you are a passionate home cook, an aspiring food traveler, or simply
someone hungry to know Europe’s quieter corners, this book aims to transport you.
Taste the salt on your lips, feel the warmth of the sun in a glass of vinho verde, and
smell the fragrant wafts of chouriço roasting over an open flame. By the end of this
journey, you’ll not only admire Portugal’s regional diversity but will also have the tools
and inspiration to bring a taste of its kitchens into your own home—giving this
understated yet extraordinary cuisine its long-overdue place at the international table.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Elemental Trio: Salt, Sun, and
Liquid Gold
Portugal’s gastronomic soul is deeply intertwined with three fundamental elements:
salt, sun, and olive oil. These aren't just ingredients; they are the very essence of the
landscape, the historical narrative, and the daily rhythm of Portuguese life. To truly
understand the nation’s cuisine, one must first appreciate the profound role this
elemental trio has played in shaping its flavors, techniques, and identity.

Salt, or sal, has been a cornerstone of Portuguese life for millennia. Long before
Portugal emerged as a nation, the Phoenicians, with their keen maritime trading skills,
established the earliest salt pans, or salinas, along the coast in the 9th century BC.
The Romans, who followed, further developed salt production, recognizing its immense
value not only for seasoning but crucially for food preservation. In fact, the word
"salary" is believed to have originated from the Roman practice of paying soldiers with
salt. Even today, the Portuguese word for salary, salário, echoes this ancient
connection.

By the Middle Ages, Portuguese salt was a highly sought-after commodity, widely
traded across Europe and acting as a significant driver of the nation's economy. The
Ria de Aveiro, a lagoon system on the northwest Atlantic coast, was a particularly
important hub, supplying salt both domestically and for export as early as 1178.
Historical records show Aveiro’s salt production flourishing in the Middle Ages, with
documents from 929 AD referring to the donation of a salina in Aveiro. By the 16th
century, the salinas of Setúbal experienced a remarkable surge in prominence, even
surpassing Aveiro to become the leading national salt production center. Later, in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries, Lisbon emerged as the dominant center for both
national and international salt production.

The geography of Portugal, with its extensive coastline and favorable climate, creates
ideal conditions for traditional salt extraction through solar evaporation. This ancient,
open-air alchemy, which involves channeling seawater into shallow basins and
allowing the sun and wind to evaporate the water, has remained largely unchanged for
thousands of years. The salt workers, known as salineiros or marnotos, use specialized
wooden tools like rakes (rodos) and butterfly-shaped sieves (barboletos) to carefully
harvest the salt crystals. This labor-intensive process, passed down through
generations, yields both traditional sea salt and the prized flor de sal, or "flower of
salt," which are delicate crystals skimmed from the surface of the water.

The ubiquitous presence of salt is perhaps best exemplified by Portugal's most iconic

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

culinary ingredient: bacalhau, or salted cod. Though cod is not found in Portuguese
waters, its preservation through salting and drying became paramount during the Age
of Discovery. This ingenious method allowed Portuguese navigators to carry a vital,
non-perishable protein on their long sea voyages, transforming it from a mere
provision into a national symbol. With an astounding claim of over 365 known
recipes—one for every day of the year, as the saying goes—bacalhau is deeply
ingrained in Portuguese culinary culture, a testament to its versatility and enduring
historical significance.

The sun’s benevolent touch extends beyond simply evaporating seawater for salt. It
plays a crucial role in the traditional drying of various ingredients, a practice rooted in
necessity before refrigeration. For instance, in Northern Portugal, ray fish is
traditionally dried in the sun. This reliance on natural elements highlights a culinary
philosophy that prioritizes simplicity and allows the inherent flavors of ingredients to
shine through. The abundant sunshine also ripens the fruits and vegetables that
populate Portuguese tables, from the citrus groves of the Algarve to the tomatoes and
peppers that form the base of many stews.

Then there is azeite, olive oil, often lovingly referred to as "liquid gold." Its history in
Portugal stretches back to Roman times, and it is the primary cooking fat in countless
dishes, contributing to the distinctive Mediterranean flavor profile that defines
Portuguese gastronomy. The word azeite itself is derived from "az-zeit," an Arabic
word meaning "olive juice," reflecting the significant influence of the Moors who
intensified olive cultivation during their centuries-long presence in the Iberian
Peninsula.

Olive oil is used extensively in Portuguese kitchens for everything from sautéing
(refogar) and frying to roasting (assar), marinating (marinar), and seasoning
(temperar). It’s generously drizzled over fresh salads, forms the rich base of soups like
caldo verde, and is a key ingredient in beloved bacalhau dishes such as bacalhau à
Brás and bacalhau à lagareiro. In bacalhau à lagareiro, the term lagareiro refers to the
lagar, the place where olives are pressed to produce olive oil, underscoring its
centrality to the dish.

The main olive oil producing regions in Portugal include Alentejo, Trás-os-Montes, and
Beira Interior, each offering unique flavor profiles influenced by their specific terroir.
Alentejo, in the south, is the largest producer, accounting for about 70% of the
country's olive oil, known for its smooth and fruity notes. Trás-os-Montes, a
mountainous region in the north, produces intense and complex oils, while Beira
Interior offers balanced olive oils with herbal and spicy undertones. The Galega olive
variety, one of the oldest and most traditional in Portugal, is particularly valued for its
smooth, balanced oil with a light fruity touch, often described as having notes of apple
and almond. Remarkably, olive oil even finds its way into Portuguese desserts, such as
bolo de azeite, an olive oil cake. This seemingly unusual addition highlights the deep
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integration of olive oil into every facet of Portuguese culinary life.

The significance of olive oil was so profound that in 1555, King D. João III decreed that
it, along with bread and wine, would not be subject to taxation, a clear indication of its
fundamental role in the Portuguese diet and economy. The cultivation and extraction
techniques, though rudimentary in ancient times, gradually improved over the
centuries, with monasteries and convents playing a crucial role in maintaining and
expanding olive groves during the Middle Ages. The 17th and 18th centuries saw
technological innovations lead to greater production efficiency, and today, Portugal
stands as a significant global producer and exporter of high-quality olive oil.

These three elements—salt, sun, and olive oil—form the very foundation upon which
Portuguese cuisine is built. They are not merely ingredients but rather forces of nature
harnessed by generations of cooks to create a distinctive and deeply flavorful
gastronomic heritage. From the crisp flor de sal that finishes a dish to the golden
sheen of olive oil that enriches a stew, their influence is undeniable, weaving through
every bite and offering an authentic taste of Portugal’s enduring connection to its land
and sea.
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