
One of the most precious natural compounds known 
to man, salt has been used throughout history to 

trade, make bread and preserve food.
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Salt of the earth

 All salt is either mined from 
mineral deposits deep in the 
earth, evaporated from 
mineral-rich spring water or 

evaporated from sea water using solar 
energy. New Zealand doesn’t have mineral 
deposits of salt, so we rely on extracting 
salt from our coastal waters.

Marlborough is not only famous in New 
Zealand for being the biggest producer of 
sauvignon blanc, it is also the largest 
producer of our local salt. The salt industry 
started in Marlborough in the late 1940s at 
Lake Grassmere, ideally situated at the tip 
of the South Island beside the infamously 
rough and windy Cook Strait. Salt makers 
discovered it was wind rather than sun 
that evaporates sea water more efficiently 
at Marlborough, and the flat land beside 
the coast is perfectly suited to the high 
evaporation from the sun and wind that 
occurs during summer. 

Salt production is a time-consuming 
process. The first year is spent 
concentrating the brines (salty waters)  
to a strong enough solution so it can  
be transferred to various ponds over the  
next two- to three-year period, before 
being pumped into the crystallisation 
ponds from which salt is harvested. The 
first official New Zealand harvest from  
a crystallisation pond was in 1949.

Have you ever wondered why there are 
large mountains of salt at Mount 
Maunganui in the Bay of Plenty? Since 
1971, when New Zealand’s local salt 
production could not match demand for 
the country’s salt requirements, bulk 
shipments have landed there from 
Australia and the Caribbean. Adequate 
high-purity salt is still produced from the 
vacuum refinery at Mount Maunganui to 
service both the North and South Islands 
and meet the requirements of the dairy and 
pharmaceutical industries.

Salt comes in many shapes and forms, 
and from many continents of the world. 
The top producers of salt worldwide over  
the past 10 years are China, Germany, 
United States, India, Canada, Australia, 
Chile, Mexico, Brazil, Netherlands, Russia 
and Turkey. 

Bolivia boasts the world’s largest salt 
desert, Salar de Uyuni. This area is home 
to the world’s only hotel made almost 
entirely of salt, complete with furniture and 
beds made of salt.

The Bonneville Salt Lakes in Utah are 
well-known worldwide for their many miles 
of flat compacted salt – the perfect 
medium for testing speed machines. It was 
here that New Zealander Burt Munro set 
the land speed record for motorcycles with 
engines less than 1000cc – a world record 
that still stands today. This home-grown 
story inspired The World’s Fastest Indian,  
a 2005 movie directed by New Zealander 
Roger Donaldson featuring Anthony 
Hopkins as South Islander Munro. 

A recent food trend in Australia has 
seen slabs or blocks of Himalayan salt 
marketed to use for cooking while naturally 
imparting salt flavour. The rock salt can be 
heated slowly to a high heat then used to 
cook prawns, vegetables and meats. The  
block can be served directly to the table 
with the food for novelty factor. The salt 
slabs can also be chilled to very low 
temperatures and used to serve cold 
seafoods and sashimi. 

Salt – sodium chloride – is more than 
simply a food seasoning though, it’s 
essential to life, a pure electrolyte that is 
needed for humans’ survival. It keeps 
muscles strong and in fact it makes every 
cell in our bodies function. 

Sodium is an essential dietary nutrient 
serving a multitude of functions, including 
helping control heart rate and aiding  
the transmission of signals in the brain. 

The other component of salt, chloride, 
is also essential to survival and good 
health. It preserves acid balance in  
the body, aids potassium absorption, 
improves the ability of the blood to move 
harmful carbon dioxide from tissues out  
to the lungs and, most importantly, it 
supplies the crucial stomach acids 
required to breakdown and digest all  
the foods we eat. 

Unrefined salts, whether mined from 
the earth or harvested from the sea, 
contain a broad spectrum of trace 
elements and minerals. These naturally 
occurring minerals and trace elements 
include iodine, iron, selenium, potassium, 
calcium and magnesium.

During the refining process, salt  
is washed and dried to remove impurities, 
which also removes most of the minerals. 

Since the early 20th century in New 
Zealand, refined table salt has been 
fortified with small amounts of iodine. 
(More recently, bread is also fortified with 
iodine.) Iodine does not naturally occur  
in the land in New Zealand, which can 
cause a deficiency of iodine in our bodies.

Iodine is essential to ensure the thyroid 
gland, located in the neck, can work 
efficiently. A severe deficiency will produce 
an enlarged thyroid, known as goitre. 
Iodine is also an essential nutrient for 
proper bone and brain development 
during pregnancy and infancy.

So refined salt in New Zealand will 
often include iodine, plus anti-caking 
agent to keep it free-flowing. 

Animals with a grass- and vegetable-
rich diet also need to supplement their 
food source with salt. Large cubes of salt, 
known as salt licks, are used in the 
agriculture industry for those raising  
cattle, sheep, goats, deer and horses.  
The salt licks are left out in pastures  
for stock to lick at their leisure.

Kelp Salt
(Pacific Harvest) 

Natural sea salt enriched with New 
Zealand kelp, a rich source of iodine.

Himalayan  
Pink Rock Salt 

Rock salt mined from the 
Punjab area of Pakistan. 
Unrefined, the pinkish 
colour is due to natural 

presence of trace 
minerals such as iron, 

magnesium and iodine.

Ground Himalayan 
Pink Rock Salt
(Pacific Harvest)

Naturally pink and 
nutritionally similar to 

common table salt, though 
it lacks iodine which is 

added to commercial salts.

Black Rock Salt 
Kala namak black volcanic  

rock salt is sometimes known 
as black Himalayan salt.  

It provides iron and trace 
minerals and is used in 
Ayurvedic therapies.

Mexican Chilli 
and Lime Salt
A tangy salt with a 

chilli bite, made from 
sea salt, lemon and 

lime zest, chilli powder. 
A delicious addition  

to Mexican food.

Mānuka 
Smoked Salt
(Pacific Harvest) 
A local sea salt 

with a nut-brown 
colour made with 
mānuka smoked 

wood flavour. 

Flaked  
Smoked Salt 

From the coastal town 
of Maldon, England. 

Gently smoked over oak. 

Marlborough 
Flaky Sea Salt 

(Dominion Salt) 
Pure natural sea 

salt, additive free, 
certified organic.

Natural Organic 
Sea Salt 

Contains higher 
levels of calcium and 

magnesium than 
normal table salt.

Celtic and NZ Sea Salt with Kelp
(Harker Wholefoods) 

NZ-made from the highest-grade Normandy 
sea salt, NZ sea salt and kelp harvested 

from the South Island. It is a moist product, 
the grey colour is from the natural minerals. 
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Gravlax of Salmon with Citrus and Turmeric
Serves 10-12 as an appetiser Ready in 12-24 hours 

700g side of salmon, skin on, 
pin bones removed

¼ cup + 2 tbsp smoked salt  
(I used Pacific Harvest 
Mānuka Smoked Salt)

¼ cup + 2 tbsp brown sugar
¼ cup + 2 tbsp dill, finely 

chopped

1 orange/tangelo/lemon  
or 2 mandarins, washed

2 tbsp freshly grated  
turmeric root 

2 tbsp vodka or another spirit 
such as brandy or gin 

fresh dill or chives and 
parsley, finely chopped,  
to serve

Place the side of salmon onto a piece of waxed paper. Place the 
salmon on a metal baking rack in a large dish. 

Place the salt, sugar and dill in a bowl. Using a microplane or fine 
grater, zest the citrus fruit and add to the salt. Finely grate the 
turmeric and add to the salt. Mix well. Add the vodka and mix. 

Using kitchen gloves, spread the salt mixture evenly across the top 
surface of the salmon, pressing it on firmly. Cover with a piece of 
waxed paper and place a wooden chopping board on top. Place the 
salmon with board on top onto the bottom shelf of your fridge. Half 
fill a heavy pot with water and place on top of the board to weigh 
down the salmon even more (or use heavy cans of food, about 
500g). Leave overnight or for 24 hours to create a drier salmon. 

The next day remove the tray from the fridge. Scrape the salt and 
herb mixture* off then carefully rinse under cold water. Pat dry with 
paper towels. Place the salmon onto a clean board.

To serve, scatter the chopped herbs over the cured salmon fillet. 
Use a very sharp knife to slice into paper-thin slices. 

Salted Vegetable Oven Crisps
Serves 4 as a side dish Ready in 30 minutes 

Shaved purple kūmara 
2 purple kūmara,  

scrubbed clean 
¼ tsp kelp salt
grind of pepper
1½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil 
2 tsp roughly chopped 

parsley, to serve

Shaved parsnip 
3 parsnips, scrubbed clean 
¼ tsp kelp salt 
1 tsp finely chopped dill
¼ tsp chopped rosemary
1½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil 

Preheat the oven to 200ºC fan bake. Line two oven trays with  
waxed paper. 

Take two medium bowls; For the kūmara crisps, place the salt, 
pepper and olive oil into one bowl. Use a vegetable peeler to shave 
the kūmara into the bowl. Toss well and transfer to an oven tray. 
Spread the crisps out in a single layer all over the tray so they can 
cook quickly. (You may need to do a couple of batches of crisps). 

In the other bowl, place the salt, dill, rosemary and olive oil. Shave 
the parsnip into the bowl, toss well in flavourings then transfer  
to the other oven tray. 

Place each oven tray into the oven with enough space for the air to 
circulate and cook each tray properly. 

Bake for 10 minutes, check each tray and move the crisps around 
to cook evenly. Bake for a further 5-8 minutes, or until the crisps are 
golden at the edges. (Kūmara will take longer to cook than parsnip). 

To serve, scatter chopped parsley over the purple kūmara chips. 
Taste both the kūmara and parsnip crisps for seasoning, add  
a little more salt as needed. Arrange on two platters. g

About Gravlax
Gravlax is a term that 
refers to the Nordic 
medieval practise of 
curing raw fish in a 

simple mix of salt, sugar 
and dill before burying 

the fish in a grave of 
sand (‘Gravad- Lax’) 

above the high tide line. 

Hand-carved native wooden 
spoons, rimu carved plates and clay 

bowls made by local artisan Rain 
Zuo of Mairangi Bay, Auckland. *I
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