Salt and Good Health.

When Most people are young, the ingestion of salt is never in most people’s minds.

And because most of us, never worried about the amount of salt we ingest, when we are young.  The harm done to your/my health can be very serious as we age.

Most of us can’t be blamed too harshly for excessive ingestion of food throughout our lives.  It is in the best interest of food suppliers to sell food we will buy because the product is tasty, and who doesn’t like tasty food.  When discussing food  with lots of salt, we include everything from boxed cereals to fried chicken or a delicious steak.  Food products we buy at our favorite super markets, are all laced with lots of salt.
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It’s Too Bad That Salt Tastes So Good

Eating less sodium would make most people healthier. The trick is finding ways to reduce your intake without sacrificing deliciousness.

Like most food writers, when I hear nutritionists suggest that we eat too much salt, I tend to put my fingers in my ears and think passionate thoughts about anchovies.

Salt is not just another ingredient. It is, as Canadian food writer Naomi Duguid writes in her new cookbook “The Miracle of Salt,” “as familiar as water and the air we breathe,” and “just as essential to us.” Salt is the only thing that can make a tomato both juicier (because it draws out the liquid) and sweeter (because it suppresses the tomato’s bitterness). Salt is the tang in an olive and the brininess in a dill pickle. When I cook pasta, I want the water to be as salty as the sea—or as my tears, depending on how the day is going.

So it gives me no pleasure to admit that the nutritionists are right. When you dig into the science of salt and diet, it’s impossible to deny that eating less salt really would improve the health of millions of people, and in many cases even prevent death from heart disease or stroke. If you need to lower your blood pressure, reducing your sodium intake is one of the most effective ways. Hypertension, also known as high blood pressure, now kills more people every year than tobacco. According to the New England Journal of Medicine, there would be 1.65 million fewer deaths around the world every year if salt consumption were lowered to the World Health Organization’s recommended limit of 5 grams a day, equivalent to a teaspoon of fine salt. Currently the average American eats a teaspoon and a half a day.

“We know that reducing salt works,” says Dr. Sonia Pombo, a public health nutritionist who is the lead campaigner for the U. K. charity Action on Salt. From 2003 to 2011, British food companies voluntarily agreed to reduce the salt in their products without letting consumers know. In that period, the number of deaths from stroke fell by 42%.

The reason it worked so well is that in the U.K., as in the U.S., the vast majority of the sodium people consume comes in the form of processed food or food consumed away from home. Much of this salt is so well hidden that we are not even aware we’re consuming it. Take breakfast cereals: Many brands, including Corn Flakes and Rice Krispies, contain more than half a gram of salt per recommended serving.

The tricky question is where the salt in home cooking fits in. As someone who cooks every day and eats very little processed food, I want to believe that the sea salt I sprinkle in my cooking is a different thing from the salt hidden in packaged snacks. As Duguid shows in her delightful book, salt is a key element in traditional cuisines around the world and serves many functions aside from the obvious one of making food taste salty. Because it is an antibacterial agent, salt is the crucial ingredient in most pickles, from the preserved lemons of the Middle East to the kimchi of South Korea. Salt, Duguid writes, also “stimulates the sensors in our taste buds,” enabling us to experience subtle flavors that might otherwise go undetected.

But then I came across the story of salt in Japan. In the 1950s, the Japanese had some of the highest rates of death from stroke in the world. Japanese salt consumption was also extremely high—an average of 18 grams a day in the north of the country, with most of it coming from traditional foods used in home cooking such as miso and soy sauce. A government campaign successfully reduced salt intake to 12.1 grams a day by the 1960s. At the same time there was an astonishing 80% decline in deaths from stroke, and a drop in blood pressure in both adults and children. The Japanese example proves that too much salty cooking really is a problem, at least for those who are prone to hypertension— and as Pombo told me, seven in 10 people who have high blood pressure don’t even know that they do.

For those of us who love cooking with salt but would absolutely not love to have a stroke, what is the answer? One thing to consider is potassium. The ratio between potassium and sodium in our diets plays a crucial role in regulating blood pressure. I recently came across one of the most remarkable salts I’ve ever tasted. It is called siratany, which means “salt of the earth” in Malagasy, because that is what it is. As the anthropologist Alison Richard writes in her book “The Sloth Lemur’s Song,” women in Madagascar scrape up salty soil, mix it with water, strain it through a reed mat and cook it for hours in open pans.

The resulting salt has a beautifully gentle, clean flavor, and it is much higher in potassium than other salt. Madagascans regard it as a “ healthy salt” for those with high blood pressure. It is sold in Europe as Madagascan Bourbon Salt by a small spice company called Steen-bergs, although they don’t ship to the U.S. Even if you can’t lay your hands on any siratany, you can still follow the Madagascans’ example and add more potassium to your diet to counteract the salt. A 2018 study of more than 400 Americans found that following a diet rich in fruits, vegetables and low-fat dairy, all of which are high in potassium, helped to lower blood pressure, even when combined with a relatively high sodium diet. Foods that are high in potassium include sweet potato, spinach, black beans and yogurt, as well as bananas.

It’s also possible to cultivate a less salty palate. When the late food writer Laurie Colwin was forced to go on a saltless diet for health reasons, she found that her tastes changed so much that she started to appreciate the flavors of food more without salt. I have no intention of giving up salt just yet, but I’ve found that if a recipe stipulates a teaspoon of salt, you can often get away with half a teaspoon plus a squeeze of lemon or a dash of vinegar. I never thought I would say this, but sometimes food tastes brighter and fresher with less salt rather than more.

Much of the salt we eat is so well hidden that we are not even aware we’re consuming it.
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In many traditional cuisines, salt does more than make things taste salty.
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