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Introduction
Portugal is a country where the ocean, the land, and a vibrant tapestry of traditions
gather around the table. From sun-bleached harbors where fishing boats unload their
daily catch, to stone villages echoing with the fragrance of baking bread, the rhythm
of Portuguese life is defined as much by food as it is by music or history. It is a
heritage both ancient and ever-evolving, shaped by salt winds, farming hands, and a
warm spirit of togetherness.

This book, Salt and Stone: The Culinary Heritage of Portugal, is an invitation to journey
far beyond the familiar. For many, Portugal’s food may conjure only images of pastel
de nata and a ruby-hued glass of port. Yet the richness of its culinary tradition is
revealed not just in a single pastry or drink, but across a landscape of diverse flavors,
ingenious recipes, and stories passed quietly from grandmother to granddaughter,
fisherman to chef, village to city. Here, every meal is both an act of survival and
celebration—a weaving together of earth and sea, resourcefulness and joy.

The structure of this book mirrors a journey through Portugal’s regional wonders, each
chapter offering a blend of authentic recipes, food histories, and the voices of real
people: cooks stirring weekday soups in their Lisbon apartments, fishers mending nets
in the afternoon sun, winemakers overseeing an autumn harvest, bakers rising before
dawn in mountain towns. Their wisdom adds intimacy and immediacy to our
exploration, reminding us that a kitchen is as much a site of memory and innovation
as the grandest palace or oldest cathedral.

Portugal’s culinary story is inseparable from its distinctive geography. The coastal
bounty of the Atlantic, with its endless variations of codfish, shellfish, and octopus,
yields dramatically to the interior—a land of cork oaks, olive groves, sheep grazing on
open plains, and soups that stretch the simplest ingredients into soul-nourishing fare.
In convent kitchens sweetened by the hands of nuns, and in sun-washed vineyards
scattered over the Douro hills, recipes were refined, preserved, and shared as a
matter of culture and kinship, as much as necessity.

Beyond the ingredients or methods, this is a cuisine anchored by community and
celebration. Markets become theaters of daily life, where voices compete with the
crackle of fresh vegetables and fishmongers display the sea’s treasures on beds of ice
and seaweed. Festivals and family reunions fill streets and homes alike, with dishes
that carry not only regional identity but personal stories—of migration, resilience,
discovery, and pride. Food in Portugal is always sustenance, but it is also memory,
generosity, and a kind of collective poetry.
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Salt and Stone seeks to capture this living heritage in both its authenticity and
evolving creativity. Whether you are planning a trip, remembering a meal shared in a
Lisbon tasca, or venturing to cook your first feijoada or travesseiro, I invite you to
savor not just the recipes, but the sense of place, people, and tradition that makes
Portuguese food truly unique. Welcome to Portugal at its most flavorful—from the
rugged Atlantic cliffs to the winding terraces of the Douro, and every spirited kitchen
in between.
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CHAPTER ONE: Salt and Sea: The Everyday Miracle of
Bacalhau
To truly understand Portuguese cuisine, one must first come to terms with bacalhau.
This isn't just a dish; it's a cornerstone, a symbol, and for many, a culinary obsession
that transcends simple sustenance. The word bacalhau itself refers to dried and salted
cod, not the fresh fish. While Portugal boasts an extensive coastline brimming with
fresh seafood, it is this preserved cod, hailing from distant, icy waters, that holds an
almost mythical status in the national diet. In fact, it is remarkably rare to find fresh
cod for sale in a Portuguese market, a testament to the enduring power of tradition.

The Portuguese affinity for bacalhau might seem peculiar at first glance, especially
considering cod isn't fished in their own waters. Yet, this "faithful friend" (fiel amigo),
as it is often affectionately called, has been an integral part of Portuguese kitchens for
centuries. Its journey to Portugal is a fascinating tale interwoven with exploration,
trade, and the sheer ingenuity born of necessity. Before refrigeration became a reality,
drying and salting were essential methods for preserving food, particularly for long
voyages or periods of scarcity. Cod, with its low oil and fat content, proved particularly
amenable to this preservation process, making it an ideal candidate for salting and
drying.

The history of bacalhau in Portugal can be traced back to the 14th century when the
Portuguese began trading salt, a commodity they had in abundance, for codfish with
England. This mutually beneficial exchange laid the groundwork for a culinary love
affair. By the 15th century, Portuguese explorers, during their Age of Discovery,
stumbled upon the vast cod-rich Grand Banks off Newfoundland in Canada. This
discovery marked a pivotal moment. The Portuguese, known for their prowess at sea,
quickly became pioneers in setting up large ships for cod fishing.

The fishing expeditions were grueling, often lasting six months, with fishermen
enduring harsh conditions far from home. They would brave freezing winds, strong
waves, and icebergs, fishing for up to ten hours a day from small boats called dóris,
sometimes miles from their main ship. The cod was cleaned and salted immediately in
the ships' holds to prevent spoilage, and upon returning to land, it was washed and
dried in the open air, often in coastal towns like Aveiro and Figueira da Foz. This
rigorous process ensured the fish's longevity and portability, making it an invaluable
food source for both those at sea and the population back home.

Initially, bacalhau was not considered a "first-class" food; it was a cheap, nutritious,
and easily transportable protein source, often referred to as "the meat of the poor." It
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provided a vital alternative to fresh meat, which was expensive and difficult to
transport to the interior of the country. However, its accessibility and versatility soon
saw its consumption spread across all social strata. By the 17th century, bacalhau was
being eaten throughout Portugal by nearly everyone, regardless of their wealth.

The English eventually gained dominance over the cod fishing industry in the North
Atlantic, leading Portugal to become heavily reliant on imports. Prices fluctuated and,
at times, bacalhau even became a luxury. A notable shift occurred in the 20th century,
during the Estado Novo dictatorship of António de Oliveira Salazar. To solidify cod as a
national symbol, Salazar initiated a "Cod Campaign" in 1934, dispatching Portuguese
fishermen back to the Canadian and Greenland waters. These fishermen were hailed
as national heroes, even as they faced perilous conditions, and cod prices were
deliberately kept low to ensure its continued presence on every Portuguese table. This
period further cemented bacalhau's place in the national consciousness.

Today, while some Portuguese fishermen still venture to Norway's waters, the majority
of bacalhau consumed in Portugal is imported, primarily from Norway. Over 95% of the
cod eaten in Portugal is dried and salted, a testament to the enduring tradition. The
preparation of bacalhau is far from a simple task. Before it can be cooked, the dried
and salted fish must undergo a crucial rehydration process. This involves soaking the
cod in cold water for a period ranging from 24 to 48 hours, depending on its thickness,
with multiple changes of water to remove the excess salt. This careful desalination is
key to transforming the tough, briny fish into the tender, flaky protein so cherished by
the Portuguese.

It is said that there are over 365 ways to prepare bacalhau in Portugal, one for every
day of the year, with some even claiming there are over 1,000 recipes. This staggering
number highlights the ingredient's incredible versatility and its deep integration into
Portuguese culinary creativity. From humble home cooking to sophisticated restaurant
fare, bacalhau takes on countless forms, each showcasing different facets of its unique
flavor and texture.

One of the most widely recognized and beloved bacalhau dishes is Bacalhau à Brás.
This comforting classic, said to have originated in a Lisbon tavern, combines shredded 
bacalhau with thinly fried potatoes (often described as "straw potatoes"), sautéed
onions, garlic, and scrambled eggs, all garnished with black olives and fresh parsley.
The dish is a symphony of textures and subtle flavors, with the salty cod beautifully
balanced by the sweetness of the onions and the richness of the eggs and olive oil. It
is a testament to how simple ingredients, when expertly combined, can create
something truly extraordinary.

Another popular preparation is Bacalhau à Gomes de Sá. This elegant casserole
features flaked bacalhau that has been soaked in milk for tenderness, then baked in
the oven with onions, garlic, and plenty of olive oil, alongside diced potatoes and hard-
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boiled eggs. Often adorned with black olives and parsley, it's a slightly lighter option
than Bacalhau à Brás but equally satisfying, highlighting the cod's flaky texture and
delicate flavor.

For those who enjoy a richer, creamier dish, Bacalhau com Natas (Cod with Cream)
is a must-try. This indulgent gratin involves layers of shredded bacalhau, sautéed
onions, and sometimes even shrimp, all bound together in a luscious béchamel sauce
and cream, then baked until golden and bubbling. It’s a hearty dish, perfect for a
cooler evening, showcasing the comfort and warmth inherent in Portuguese home
cooking.

Beyond these well-known preparations, bacalhau can be found in countless other
forms. There are Bolinhos de Bacalhau (codfish cakes), small fried patties of shredded
cod, mashed potatoes, eggs, and parsley, often enjoyed as a snack or appetizer. You
might encounter Bacalhau à Lagareiro, where the cod is roasted or grilled with
generous amounts of olive oil, garlic, and herbs, typically served with "punched
potatoes" (batatas a murro) that are baked until tender and then lightly crushed to
absorb the flavorful oil. This preparation emphasizes the purity of the ingredients and
the quality of the olive oil.

The versatility of bacalhau extends to everyday meals and festive occasions alike. It is
a traditional dish for Christmas Eve dinner in many parts of Portugal, often served
simply boiled with vegetables, eggs, and a generous drizzle of olive oil. Its significance
also stems from Catholic fasting rules, which historically forbade meat on certain days,
making fish, especially easily stored and prepared bacalhau, a prominent choice.

Preparing bacalhau at home is a cherished ritual for many Portuguese families. The
process begins days before, with the careful soaking of the dried cod to achieve the
perfect balance of saltiness and tenderness. While pre-desalted cod is now available,
the tradition of buying the whole, salted fish and undertaking the rehydration at home
remains strong, connecting cooks to generations of culinary wisdom. The scent of
rehydrating bacalhau mingled with garlic and olive oil is an unmistakable aroma in a
Portuguese kitchen, a prelude to the many delicious possibilities to come.

The enduring popularity of bacalhau is a testament to its adaptability and its deep
cultural resonance. It’s more than just a food; it’s a living link to Portugal’s maritime
past, its spirit of discovery, and its resourceful approach to sustenance. Each flake of 
bacalhau, whether in a simple boiled dish or a more elaborate preparation, carries the
story of a nation deeply connected to the sea, even when its most iconic fish comes
from oceans far away. It is the very essence of "salt and stone"—the salt that
preserved it, and the sturdy, enduring traditions that transformed it into an everyday
miracle.
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This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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