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istory According to Salt

from Time

"Higay Accordingto Salt' accompanied a feature on the subject that
was a cover story for Time. The author is anonymous, but the
language o the essay hasa distinct voice," alwayswith grace, seasoned
wth sait”
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At comesfrom dead, dried-upseasor livingones. It canbubble
to thesurface as brineor cropout in theform of sdt licksand shalow
caverns.Beowtheskindf theearth it liesinwhiteveins,someof them
thousandsdf feet deep. It can be evaporated from salt "pans,” boiled
down from brine, or mined, asit often istoday, from shaftsextending
haf a mile down.

The higory of theworld according to sdt issmple: animaswore
pathsto sat licks, men followed; trail sbecame roads, and settlements
grew besidethem.When the human menu shifted from sdt-richgame
to cereds, more sAt was needed to supplement the diet. But the
underground depositswere beyond reach, and the salt sprinkled over
the surface was inaufficient. Scarcity kept the minerd precious. As
civilization spread, sat became one d the world's principd trading
commodities.

St routescrisscrossedtheglobe. Oned the modt traveled led from
Morocoo south acrossthe Seharato Timbuktu. Shipsbearing salt from
Egypt to Greecetraversed the Mediterranean and the Aegeen. Herodo-
tus describesa caravan route that united the salt oases of the Libyan
desert. Venicgsglitteringwesl thwasattributabl enot so muchtoexatic
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spicesas tocommonplacesalt,which Venetians exchangedin Constan-
tinople for the spices of Asa In 1295, when he first returned from
Ceathay, Marco Polo delighted the Doge with tales of the prodigious
value of sdt coins bearing the sedl of the great Khan.

4 As early as the 6th century, in the sub-Sahara, Moorish merchants
routinely traded salt ounce for ounce for gold. In Abyssinia, dlabs of
rock salt,called ‘améiés, becamecoin of the realm. Each one was about
ten incheslong and two inchesthick. Cakes of salt were also used as
money in other areasof central Africa

5 Nat only did salt servetoflavor and preserve food, it made agood
antiseptic,which iswhy the Romanword for thesesal ubriouscrystals
(sal) isafirs cousintoSaus,thegoddessof health. Of al theroadsthat
led to Rome, one of the busiest wasthe ViaSalaria, the sdt route, over
which Roman sol diersmarchedand merchantsdroveoxcarts full of the
precious crystas up the Tiber fiom the salt pansat Ogtia. A soldier's
pay —condgingin part of salt--cameto beknown as salarium argen-
turn,fromwhichwederivetheword saary.Asol dier'ssalarywascut if
he"was not worth hissalt,”" aphrasethat cameinto being becausethe
Greeksand Romans often bought daveswith sdlt.

6 "With all thineofferingsthou shalt offer salt,” says fersticrs 2:13.
Becaused itsuseas apreservative,salt becameatokend permanence
totheJewsaf theOld Testament. Itsusein Hebrew sacrificesasa mest
purifier cameto sgnify the eternal covenant between God and Isragl.
In one biblical case, sdt symbolized a lack of fidelity. In Genesis
19:1-29, two angels of the Lord command La, his wife and two
daughtersto flee the sinful city of Sodom without ever looking back.
When Lots wife cast afleeting glance backward (her faith was uncer-
tain), shewasimmediately transformed into a pillar of sdt. A Roman
religiousritual, however, in which grainsof salt were placed on an
eight-day-old babe's lips, prefigures the Roman Catholic baptismal
ceremony inwhichamorsel of sdt isplaced in the mouth of thechild
toensureitsallegorical purification. Inthe Chrigtian catechism,sdt is
gtill ametaphor for thegraceand wisdom of Christ. When Matthenvsays,
'Y earethesdt of the earth,” heisaddressing the blessed, theworthy
sheep in the flock, not the erring goats.

7 During the Middle Ages, the ancient sanctity of sdt dlid toward
superstition. Thespilling of salt wasconsi deredominous, a portent of
doom. (In Leonardoda Vind's painting The Last Supper, the scowling
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Judas is shown with an overturned sdtcelar in front of him.) After
spilling sdlt, the spiller had to cagt apinch of it over hisleft shoulder
because the left side was thought to be sinister, a place where evil
spiritstended to congregate.

Thesocid symbolismof sat was painfully evident in the medieva
equiva entsof the Amy Vanderbilt CompleteBook of Etiquette.As late
as the 18th century, the rank of guests a a banquet was gauged by
wherethey sat in relation to an often elaborates|ver sdtcelleron the
table. The host and "distinguished guests sat a the head of the
table—"abovethesdt." Peoplewhosat belowthesdt, fathest fromthe
host, were o little consequence.

St taxes varioudy solidified or helped dissolve the power o
governments. For centuriesthe French peoplewereforced to buy all
their salt fromroyd depots. The gabelle, or At tax, wasso high during
thereign of LouisXVI that it becameamgor grievanceand eventudly
hel ped ignite the French Revolution. As lateas 1930, in protest againgt
the high British tax on sdt in India, Mahatma Gandhi led a mass
pilgrimagedt his followersto the seaside to meke their own slt.

If the importance d afood to asociety can be measured by the
alusionstoit in languageand literature,then thesignificanced sdti s
virtualy unrivaled. Nearly four pagesdf the Oxford English Dictionary
aretaken up by referencestosalt; morethan any other food. “A grain of
sat" may bearecipefor skepticism. But there can be no doubt about
how sdt has seasoned higtory.

Thesisand Organization

1 Paragraphs1 and 2 introduce the essay. What process does each of those
paragraphsdescribe?Vha function doessdt perform?

What are its mgor qualities?Wha cause and effect relationship does
paragraph 2 present2Which sentence servesas the mgor controllingidea
for the re of the essay?

2. Outline the information presented in paragraphs 3-9, listing for each
paragraph the time frame, the focus, and the examples.

3. Tosee how higorica anadyssoperates, usethe information you obtained
for question 2 toidentify theerasand examplesthat exemplify thesignifi-
canced sat. Why might the author have presented the paragraphsin the
sequence they have?

4. Given the qudities sdt possesses and the assartions of paragraph 10,
compose a one sentencethesis statement for the essay.
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