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TO MY MOTHER RUTH

the original salt-free pioneer who knew early on that reducing her salt intake would lead to a longer and healthier life—she’s eighty-eight years young!
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Introduction: The Truth About Salt

As a nutritionist, I’ve seen just about every type of food “vice” there is, and then some. Some of my clients have a penchant for sugar; others love creamy, fatty foods. Many crave salt and lots of it. And we nutritionists are not exactly exempt from these cravings. I always chuckle when my clients think I’m picture-perfect healthy when it comes to the foods I choose to eat. While much of my daily diet is comprised of healthful foods, my little “secret” is my desire for salt. I have always cooked with it, albeit preferring a tasty kosher salt or sea salt over the bland table variety. Give me foods that are high in sodium—olives, capers, anchovies, full-sodium soy sauce—and I’m in taste heaven!

As a health professional, I knew I had to break my salt vice. Consuming too much salt puts us at risk for many health conditions, as I’ll explain. But as a culinary professional, I wondered—could I really make the flavors of food come together without a grain of salt? When the opportunity to produce a cookbook of low-sodium fare arose, I took it. And after hours of creating these scrumptious dishes, I’m thrilled to tell you that you can make meals full of flavor but without the salt! All you need are the right combinations of herbs and spices.

With these easy recipes, not only can you skip the salt, you’ll truly begin to appreciate a whole new world of flavorful and wonderfully aromatic herbs and spices. The effect on my team of recipe testers was profound as well. Many of them could not believe that these delicious recipes did not have a salt shaker in sight. Now these former “salt junkies” have become herb and spice aficionados.

THE TRUTH ABOUT SALT, A.K.A. SODIUM

Although sodium is one of the many minerals we must consume on a daily basis to keep our body’s basic functions operating, we typically consume significantly more than we need. Consider the following: Our body requires anywhere from 250 to 500 milligrams of sodium a day to keep nerves and muscles working and ensure our cells have the right amount of water in them. Government and health organization guidelines have established 2,300 milligrams as the maximum recommended daily limit—and for anyone with hypertension or who is over the age of forty, no more than 1,500 milligrams. Meanwhile, the average American takes in anywhere from 3,400 to 3,700 milligrams of sodium per day! That certainly helps explain why 65 million Americans currently live with hypertension (high blood pressure), while another 45 million walk around with prehypertension. We are even starting to see children as young as three years old with hypertension (almost 2 million hypertension cases involve those age eighteen or younger).

Consuming too much salt is problematic for a variety of reasons. Approximately one-third of Americans are considered “sodium sensitive,” meaning that excessive sodium intake negatively affects their blood pressure. High blood pressure readings are bad news, because they are a pretty good predictor of cardiovascular disease risk: when our blood pressure rises, our blood vessels take a significant hit. They are overworked, and therefore more prone to bursting. Additionally, all the strain they endure can create tiny lesions that can rapidly become a home for plaque and cholesterol to accumulate. No wonder research has established that cardiovascular disease risk doubles for every 10-point increase in diastolic blood pressure (the bottom number) and every 20-point increase in systolic blood pressure (the top number).

One of the most disturbing characteristics of high blood pressure is that it is mostly symptom-free; only in extreme cases do people “not feel well.” This is why it is important to not only regularly consult a doctor but also to keep tabs on your sodium intake; you may feel just fine, while your blood vessels and heart are literally fighting for their lives—and yours—on a daily basis.

It’s not just heart health that is affected by damaged arteries. High blood pressure is a risk factor for other conditions having to do with impaired blood flow, from impotence and vascular dementia to blurry vision and kidney failure. In the case of pregnant women, high blood pressure is harmful to them and to the fetus they carry, as it can cause premature delivery as well as low birth weight. These are just some examples of why keeping the salt habit in check is so important.

Let’s go back to that “sodium sensitive” business. Some people assume that if they are among the two-thirds of the population that is not sodium-sensitive and don’t have high blood pressure, then they don’t have to worry one bit. Think again.

High intake of sodium in the diet can leach calcium from bones, and can therefore increase one’s risk of—and speed up—osteoporosis. It is also important to point out that diets high in sodium tend to be low in other key minerals, such as potassium and magnesium. You see, the more processed a food is, the higher its sodium content and lower its potassium content. This is problematic because potassium plays a very important role, not only in heart health, but also in blood pressure regulation. High-sodium foods also tend to be low in healthful minerals such as manganese and magnesium. So, even if one is not sensitive to the blood-pressure raising effects of sodium, a high-sodium diet lacks many health-promoting nutrients.

Here’s the good news. Hypertension can be treated—and, more important, prevented—by eating a healthful diet low in sodium and high in nutrient-rich whole foods. It is the goal of this book to broaden your taste buds to try all kinds of herbs and spices as a delicious replacement for salt. From simple family dinners to recipes using exotic herbs and spices, there is something for everyone’s palate. Once you experiment beyond the salt shaker, your health will improve and your cooking will, too!
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