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Introduction

On the edge of Europe, where land meets the restless waves of the Atlantic, Portugal’s
coastline stretches for more than 800 kilometers—a ribbon that connects windswept
cliffs, sheltered coves, and bustling harbors. Here, the sea is not merely a backdrop,
but the essence of daily living, shaping everything from local economies to the aroma
wafting from every kitchen window. In coastal Portugal, flavors rise from a profound
relationship between people and place, where salt and sun are as essential as flour
and fire.

For centuries, the Atlantic’s bounty has provided sustenance to Portuguese
communities, and it is the ingenuity with which these gifts have been preserved,
transformed, and celebrated that forms the heart of the nation’s culinary identity. The
seemingly simple act of salting fish, practiced since Phoenician and Roman times,
evolved into an art of survival and a foundation for flavors—never more evident than
in bacalhau, the salted cod that once sustained sailors on epic journeys and now
graces festive family tables in countless guises. Alongside salt, the sun’s fierce
embrace has played its part, transforming fresh catches of sardine, mackerel, and
octopus into delicacies that recall both tradition and necessity.

Yet the story of Portugal’s seaside kitchens is not one solely of preservation. It is a
tapestry woven through the daily rhythms of tide and toil: dawn fishing trips in slender
wooden boats, women expertly preparing racks of fish for drying, the medley of voices
and laughter spilling from seaside markets, and communal meals that stretch long into
the evening as the sky blushes over the Atlantic. Ingredients such as olive oil, fresh
herbs, tangy citrus, verdant wines, and a world of shellfish give coastal cuisine its
vibrancy and uniqueness. Each recipe tells not just of technique, but of memory—of
festivals that animate whole towns, of rituals passed from grandmother to child, and of
the enduring joy found in sharing food by the sea.

This book is your invitation to journey along Portugal’s diverse coastline, weaving from
the dramatic cliffs of the Algarve, where the cataplana pot steams with shellfish and
spices, to the cool, green north, where hearty fisher stews and pastries sweeten the
salt air. Here, traditions endure in the hands of artisans and home cooks: salt
gatherers in Aveiro tending ancient pans, women in Nazaré salting and drying fish as
their ancestors did, fishermen landing catches in towns where the harbor is the
beating heart. In every stop, food acts as a bridge, connecting the present to a lineage
of resilience, resourcefulness, and creativity.

Salt and Sun: The Culinary Heritage of Coastal Portugal is more than a cookbook—it is
a celebration of connection. At its core, Portuguese coastal cuisine is communal; it
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thrives not in solitary splendor, but in festivals such as the Santos Populares, where
grilled sardines are eaten shoulder-to-shoulder on lamp-strung streets, or in humble
seaside picnics where fresh bread and olives turn a meal into a memory. The rituals of
the table inspire songs, stories, and enduring bonds, giving flavor to everything from
soulful Fado music to the laughter of children chasing waves.

Within these pages, you will not only discover traditional recipes—carefully adapted
for the home cook and accessible worldwide—but also the living stories of the people
who keep these traditions alive. You’ll meet fishermen, market sellers, and bakers;
you’ll glimpse festivals where the air itself is alive with song and the aroma of grilled
fish; you’'ll learn how to source or substitute for the special bounty of Portugal’s shore,
ensuring everyone can bring a taste of the Atlantic to their own table, wherever they
may live.

May this journey along Portugal’s coast ignite your curiosity, awaken your senses, and
welcome you to a world where every grain of salt and moment of sun is steeped in
history, hospitality, and the timeless joy of sharing the ocean’s gifts. Pull up a chair,
listen for the distant echoes of the surf, and let us feast—together—on the stories,
traditions, and unforgettable flavors of Portugal’s seaside kitchens.
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CHAPTER ONE: Outposts of Salt: Ancient Traditions
from Salinas to Sea

The story of Portugal’s culinary heritage begins, perhaps surprisingly, not with a
sizzling grill or a bubbling stew, but with something far more elemental: salt. This
unassuming crystal, born from the marriage of sun and sea, has been a pillar of
Portuguese life for millennia, shaping its economy, its culture, and, most certainly, its
food. Before refrigeration, salt was a precious commodity, transforming ephemeral
catches into lasting provisions, and it was this transformative power that laid the
groundwork for much of what we recognize as coastal Portuguese cuisine today.

The very landscape of Portugal’s coast, with its expansive estuaries and sun-drenched
flats, seemed destined for salt production. The Phoenicians, masters of maritime trade
and among the earliest visitors to these shores in the 9th century BC, were quick to
recognize this potential. They established some of the first "salinas," or salt pans,
along the Portuguese coast, harnessing the natural process of solar evaporation to
extract this white gold from the Atlantic waters. These early endeavors set a
precedent that would endure for centuries.

With the arrival of the Romans, salt production in Portugal gained even greater
significance. The Romans, who valued salt not only for seasoning but primarily for its
role in food preservation, expanded the existing salinas. Historical accounts even
suggest that Roman soldiers were sometimes paid in salt, giving rise to the word
"salary" (from the Latin "salarium"), a linguistic echo of salt's immense historical
value. Archaeological remnants of Roman salting tanks and structures can still be
found in various coastal locations, particularly in the Algarve regions of Castro Marim,
Tavira, and Olhao, testaments to a thriving ancient industry that played a crucial role
in preserving fish, including the production of garum, a fermented fish sauce.

As the Roman Empire waned, the importance of Portuguese salt only continued to
grow. During the Middle Ages, salt became a vital export, traded extensively across
Europe and serving as a significant economic driver for the nascent nation. Towns like
Aveiro and Figueira da Foz became renowned centers for high-quality salt production,
and their traditional methods of extraction were meticulously preserved, passed down
through generations. Records from as early as 959 AD document the donation of salt
pans to a monastery, highlighting their recognized value.

The 16th century, the Age of Discoveries, saw salt's value reach unprecedented

heights. As Portuguese navigators embarked on daring voyages across oceans, the
need for preserved food for long journeys became paramount. Salted cod, or
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bacalhau, which the Portuguese "discovered" in vast quantities off Newfoundland in
1497, proved to be the perfect solution. Salt allowed cod to be preserved for years,
transforming it into a non-perishable staple that fueled the Portuguese Navy and
became an integral part of the national diet. This essential commodity drove trade
with northern European countries, who had a strong demand for preserved fish.

The process of sea salt extraction, or "extracao de sal marinho," in Portugal is a
testament to sustainable and traditional practices. Seawater is channeled into shallow,
man-made basins known as salinas or marinhas. These basins are divided into a series
of interconnected ponds: initial reservatdrios where impurities settle, followed by
evaporadores where sun and wind reduce the water's volume and increase salinity,
and finally cristalizadores where the salt truly takes shape. The entire process is a
delicate dance with nature, relying on the sun's warmth and the coastal breezes to
orchestrate the crystallization.

The salineiro, or salt worker, plays a crucial role in this age-old craft. With specialized
wooden tools like rakes (rodos) and shovels, they meticulously harvest the crystallized
salt from the bottom of the pans. The harvested salt is then typically left to dry further
under the sun for several days. This hands-on, traditional method, still prevalent in
many regions, ensures a pure product, free from the chemical processes often used in
industrial salt production.

Portugal boasts several key regions where this ancient art continues to thrive. Aveiro,
with its intricate network of canals and flat, marshy lands, has been a significant salt
production center since the Middle Ages, with its unique "Aveirense technique" still in
use. The region's salt was once traded throughout the country and exported
extensively to Northern Europe, essential for preserving meat and, of course, cod.
While the number of active saltworks in Aveiro has decreased from a peak of 270 in
the late 19th century to only a handful today, the heritage remains strong. Aveiro
even hosts a "Festa da Sal" (Salt Festival) celebrating this tradition.

Further south, the salt pans of Figueira da Foz, located at the mouth of the Mondego
estuary, also have a history dating back to the eleventh century. The Salt Museum in
Figueira da Foz, inaugurated in 2007, showcases the centuries-old connection between
the local population and the salt ponds, offering insights into traditional tools and
techniques. Similarly, the estuaries of the Tagus, Sado, and Mira rivers, along with the
entire Algarve region, have historically been vital for salt extraction. The Algarve, in
particular, is responsible for the majority of Portugal's sea salt production today, with
active salinas found in areas like Olhao, Tavira, and Castro Marim. The Salinas de
Castro Marim are believed to be among the oldest, dating back to the Phoenician era.

Beyond the coastal salinas, Portugal also holds a unique inland salt mine in Rio Maior.

Located about 75 km from Lisbon and 30 km from the sea, these salt pans extract salt
from an underground saltwater spring that is remarkably seven to eight times saltier
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than ocean water. This geological marvel, fed by a 200-million-year-old rock-salt mine,
has been in operation since at least the 12th century, making it one of Europe's oldest
continuously operating inland salt mines. The traditional wooden houses and stone
pathways of the Rio Maior salinas offer a glimpse into centuries of salt harvesting that
defies its distance from the ocean.

The salt produced in these artisanal salinas is far from a mere seasoning; it is a
gourmet product, valued for its purity and nuanced flavor. One particularly prized
variety is Flor de Sal, or "flower of salt." This delicate, flaky salt forms as a thin crust
on the surface of the evaporating water, harvested by hand with special tools, often
described as skimming "cream from milk" due to its delicate nature. Flor de Sal is
considered a premium finishing salt, its subtle flavor and delicate texture best
appreciated when sprinkled over dishes just before serving.

The deep cultural significance of salt in Portugal extends beyond its economic and
culinary uses. It is woven into the very fabric of the Portuguese language, with
proverbs and expressions referencing salt reflecting its enduring importance. For
example, "ter sal na moleirinha" (to have salt in the little head) means to be clever,
while "comer o sal da vida" (to eat the salt of life) signifies enduring hardships and
experiencing life's challenges.

Even today, while industrial methods produce much of the world's salt, Portugal
remains a stronghold of traditional, artisanal salt production. The marnotos, the salt
workers who painstakingly tend the salinas, are keepers of a living heritage, their
knowledge passed down through generations. Their dedication ensures that the
ancient rhythm of sun and sea continues to yield Portugal's "white gold," a
fundamental ingredient that has shaped the nation's identity and continues to define
its vibrant coastal cuisine.
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