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Welcome to the Intertidal


It’s briny here. Everyone is a little salty. This place moves to the pulse and rhythm of the waves and tide. The ground might be rocky, sandy, slimy, silky. There is pattern in the chaos. There is lushness in the muted colors.

Welcome to the intertidal.

Welcome home.
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Golden fronds of sargassum seaweed live free-floating in ocean waters.




Sargassum Is Home // Home Is Sargassum


The Gulf Coast of Florida is a place that was and is my home. I grew up on the same barrier island where my dad was born, and where he eventually met my mom. For more than 30 years, they rented a cozy house in a hidden oasis next to the beach amid the development of condos and giant summer homes. Mangroves and Australian pines marked the edges of my world, with a giant mahoe tree watching over everything. I was a perpetually salty, sunscreen-covered kid who insisted that my mom sew me a mermaid tail from bathing suit fabric so I could hop down the beach and fling myself into the water like some sort of gangly fish. I used to make money by entering the local sand sculpture contest and building mermaids crowned with seaweed hair and jingle shell scales. I spent hours swimming after tendrils of seaweed that harbored baby pufferfish, gently catching them in a pool of water cupped between my palms. Sometimes tiny seahorses would curl around my fingers before I released them.

The thing about living on an island (even when connected to the mainland by a bridge) and living so close to the ocean is that you always find yourself at the edges of containment and expansion. There is finite land, and a seemingly infinite watery horizon. You touch the sea, and the sea touches everything, sending salty whispers through windows, under fences, and between the pages of books. There is such a closeness with the sea, and yet it gives rise to a unique kind of isolation. I don’t mean the escapism of a tropical vacation or the wealthy separatism of owning beachfront property. It’s an orientation to place, to a piece of land, that you know sustains you, and knowing this land intimately is what allows you to survive even when surrounded by water. This is a place, in the subtropics and tropics, where sargassum is home.




Sargassum’s Ecological Role


Sargassums (Sargassum spp.) are pelagic species of seaweed, meaning that they float freely in the open water rather than living anchored to a rock or the seafloor. Sargassums form large floating mats that drift through the Caribbean and Equatorial Atlantic, giving name to the Sargasso Sea. They float by use of air-filled sacs called pneumatocysts, which cluster along the golden-brown fronds that range from feathery to spiky, depending on the species and form.

When loggerhead turtle babies hatch along the coasts of Florida each year from July through October, they scramble on their tiny flippers down the sand, tumbling into the waves in search of safety. Safety for a baby turtle comes in the form of a sargassum island. The turtles’ dappled brown shell blends with the seaweed coloration, and their flippers mimic the shape of sargassum fronds. They can float here securely without having to swim too hard. Food is readily available in the form of small invertebrates and fish who also hang out in the seaweed mat. Everything the young turtles need is here until they are strong enough and large enough to swim solo and protect themselves from predators. The ones who survive will eventually swim miles back to the same beach they were born on to lay their own eggs and continue the cycle.

[image: Captioned image]
Baby loggerhead turtles finds refuge in sargassum.


I’ve lived in many different places since my childhood, and there are plenty of times when I’ve felt a lot like a baby turtle with tiny flippers flailing, launching myself into the surf, trusting and hoping that I’m going the right way. And seaweed has always been there for me. Seaweeds have been in the landscape, have borne witness to events large and small in my life, and have nourished my body and spirit in countless ways. I don’t live on the coast right now, which is often heartbreaking and leaves me searching for water and horizons and seaweed. Amid climate chaos and a sense of instability and unpredictability permeating everything from politics to food systems, I find myself thinking about sargassum a lot. I try to remember what it feels like to be held by your island, to have the resources that you need, to float.

[image: Captioned image]
Seaweed washes ashore with the tide.


Sargassum has gotten a lot of negative press for washing ashore in huge quantities, covering hotel and tourist-centered beaches and dramatically shifting the coastal ecology. It’s largely the excessive nutrient-rich runoff from farming and other industry that drives these huge algae blooms. While a windfall of resources for seaweed growth, this wastewater highlights the paradox we have created: We are constantly adding more and more fertilizers to depleted terrestrial ecosystems, and yet these soils can never hold the excessive chemicals that we produce and throw at them. Sometimes, it feels to me like sargassum is washing ashore and begging us to notice how much we need to nourish this land that we are living on. I think sargassum, in these disruptive displays of profusion, asks us to pause and consider questions like, “What resources do you have access to, and how are you using them?” “What is abundance?” “Who holds you?” “What is home?”




The Seaweed Economy


It’s really tempting, in our desires for sustainability and sustenance, to jump from the observation of seaweed’s wild abundance into blanketly declaring seaweed mariculture as the path to “food safety” in an uncertain future. Indeed, seaweed farming and seaweed products are an incredible resource economically and socially for the coasts and communities where this is a viable option. The hard truth, though, is that we have exploited many of the marine resources we have access to; communities that used to be able to rely on various fisheries find these stocks overfished and so are turning to the habitat itself (i.e., seaweeds) as a source of profit.

And the seaweed industry is booming. We’ll cover many of the industrial, culinary, and medicinal uses of the specific seaweeds profiled in the following pages, so it feels important to give some context for the current moment. Seaweed has been extensively harvested and farmed off the coasts of China, Japan, and Korea for centuries and has remained an integral part of the food system through waves of cultural and political change. This has not been true, however, for much of the rest of the world. Culinary and medicinal seaweed traditions have largely been erased, predominantly via colonization and Eurocentric white supremacy. In recent decades, people have started returning to seaweed on a global scale. Restaurants of all cuisines are finding ways to incorporate sea vegetables. The pharmaceutical and wellness industries are vying to lay claim to the potential health benefits of seaweeds and seaweed extracts. In the United States, seaweed is the fastest-growing aquaculture sector, with kelp farming taking off in the cold waters of Maine, California, and Alaska. Part of me is so excited that these plants are finally getting the global attention that they deserve, and part of me worries that we will lose sight of their magic when promises of profit obscure our sight.

We know that monocropping on land undermines soil health and reduces crop quality. We also know that kelp is the singularly most reliable seaweed crop in US waters. We know that farming seaweed is undeniably more sustainable than harvesting when we consider the quantity that is in demand. I hold a lot of curiosity around the ways that we can farm seaweed alongside other mariculture (oysters and other shellfish, for example) so that we actually increase biodiversity and ocean health rather than deplete it. I wonder what happens when we think of farming and harvesting seaweed as tending our home? This book includes interviews from multiple seaweed farmers and harvesters operating at different scales, in order to share a variety of opinions and possibility models.

But I would like to invite you to meet seaweeds with more than expectations of utility, production, and profit. I would like to invite you to meet seaweeds with curiosity about what they have to teach us about adaptation and survival. I would like to invite you to meet seaweeds as you would meet members of your community on whom you depend for nourishment and care. I would like to invite you to meet seaweeds as though you are coming home.

What happens when we think of farming and harvesting seaweed as tending our home?




How to Use This Book


I wrote this book from the perspective of an herbalist and a scientist. When I left Florida, I started learning about herbs as a way to make sense of and feel held in new environments. Learning to recognize yarrow and plantain on the waysides, nibbling linden leaves in spring, and squealing with delight at the unfurling of wild rose and elderflowers has brought me into closer relationship with my body and the land on which I live. The (human) teachers who I have learned from always made it clear that plant relationships come first, and medicinal uses come second. Our lives are intertwined in a myriad of visible and invisible ways with plants. The more we prioritize and tend these ties, the more medicine plants have to offer.

Whether you are in your kitchen testing out a recipe, curious about home health remedies, diving into the chemistry of marine algae, or just appreciating the beauty of seaweed, I hope to encourage you to seek relationships with seaweeds and to know them as whole and complex beings that are far more expansive than dehydrated flecks in a grocery store aisle.

I’ve organized the information by seaweed type, detailing 14 of the most common edible and medicinal species. You can certainly read through from start to finish for the full seaweed immersion. Or you can hop to whichever seaweed profile you are curious about. Or you can home in on the featured seaweed farmers and companies. If you are new to herbalism, please visit the Herbal Preparations 101 appendix (here) for an overview of herbal medicine–making techniques, from oxymels to tinctures.

Seaweeds, like many land plants, sit in this cultural moment at a fascinating intersection of traditional use and rapid scientific discovery. Science often simply “proves” what people have intuitively and practically known for centuries. And sometimes there are new applications uncovered that are unique to the needs and challenges of this time. I’ve attempted to balance these sources of knowledge while also acknowledging my own positionality as a white person descended from white Europeans whose traditional uses of seaweeds I can access more easily than those of other lineages and cultural contexts. I strongly encourage you to consider where in your lineage there are coastal peoples and to learn about the seaweeds that grow on those coasts. In discovering their stories, we are brought closer to ourselves and our histories, and brought closer to home.




Eating Seaweed: Not Your Average Vegetable


One of the most common questions I get asked is, “How much of this should I eat?!” Seaweed isn’t quite like spinach, kale, or other popular leafy green vegetables. The hyperconcentration of vitamins and nutrients in seaweed means that we actually can’t eat large volumes of it daily. Hundreds of years ago, when diets were determined by seasonal and regional availability, before any daily multivitamins existed, humans were able to eat a lot more seaweed frequently because it was a critical source of these vitamins and minerals rather than the convenient boost it is today. With this in mind, we can get really creative about how to add seaweeds into our diets in an intentional way. We can experience the exciting flavors and unique textures of different seaweeds alongside the fruits, vegetables, and grains that are more familiar. Seaweeds are a lot like herbs in this way. You wouldn’t eat an entire salad of yarrow leaves, but throwing a handful into the bowl makes for a much more exciting meal and gives a little antimicrobial and GI bitters boost along the way.

[image: Captioned image]
Miso soup with wakame is a delicious and healthy way to incorporate seaweed into your diet.





Seaweed and Gut Microbiomes


In some parts of the world where seaweed has always been a significant part of people’s diets, we see variation in digestive enzymes that allows for greater seaweed consumption. A global study of gut microbiomes found that the gastrointestinal flora in Japanese and Korean populations contain bacteria that can produce porphyranase and agarose, the specific enzymes needed to break down the primary polysaccharides—porphyran and agar—in nori and other red seaweeds. At some point, the bacteria in these people’s intestines absorbed the genes present in marine bacteria (which live on the surfaces of seaweed) and continued to replicate them, thereby allowing people to digest seaweed much more easily.




Whole Plants for Whole Bodies


There is some debate about the bioavailability of algal compounds when seaweed is eaten, and clinical research on whole seaweed consumption is limited. The medicinal properties sections cover the demonstrated and extrapolated applications and effects of various compounds found in seaweeds, with the caveat that these are largely studies done with isolated extracts. As we know, this is not how we consume the majority of our food and herbal medicine. There are enormous and often poorly understood benefits in consuming whole plants, because the different compounds often work synergistically in ways that cannot be replicated by standardized extracts. The millennia of human seaweed consumption and the revered position that these plants have held in food and medicine practices suggest that these are potent and powerful plants—and we are only just starting to understand their relationships with human health and bodies.

Best practice is to eat small amounts of seaweed frequently. The recommended dietary consumption for the average adult is approximately 3 to 4 pounds of dry seaweed per year. It doesn’t sound like much, but 1 ounce of dried laver, an edible seaweed, is about the size of a frisbee; and dried seaweed expands three to five times its size when rehydrated. You can start by using it as a seasoning and sprinkling it on eggs, rice, or salads. Add it into a soup each week. Make a sauce containing seaweed flakes and freeze portions for later. Soon seaweed will become a pantry staple that fits into your cooking as easily as any other spice.

The world of identifying, eating, and supporting your health with seaweed may be very new, and you probably have lots of questions. The following pages will give you the information, recipes, and tools you need to guide your journey with seaweeds. Let’s dive in!
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