Eath summer, they rush upriver with remarkable urgency—schools of indomitable salmon, leaping

_ skyward in glistening arcs of silver as they return from the ocean depths to their freshwater birthplace
to.spawn. For centuries, North American fishermen and cooks have eagerly awaited this annual
spring pilgrimage; it signals a return to a season of abundance and vitality in the kitchen. From na-
tive American methods for preserving the fish to recipes brought here by immigrants to new dishes
dreamed up by American chefs that have worked their way into our culinary canon, salmon has
earned a revered place at the American table. And, while the fish has become a supermarket staple, in
most parts of the world over recent decades, the story of salmon has become as much one of survival
as one of abundance. Herein, we celebrate two notable groups—a small league of fishermen who
hand-harvest Alaskan salmon using traditional methods, and pioneers of sustainable aquaculture—
who have become champions of some of the most exquisite-tasting salmon in the world.

photographs by ANDRE BARANOWSKI and NATALIE FOBES
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KING OF FISH

American fishing tradition by MOLLY O'NEILL

HE Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta !

is a chin of land that juts out from !

|the southwestern coast of Alaska !
into the Bering Sea. It’s a marshy expanse
of flat, treeless tundra, abour the size of Or- |
egon, etched by sloughs and ponds, most of '
which are frozen eight months of the year. !
The delta, where the Yukon and Kuskok-
wim rivers meet and empty into the ocean,
seems to stretch past the end of the Earth: a
bald, roadless, and, when the ice recedes, '
squishy equivocation where water and earth '

seem to change places regularly.

About 20,000 Yupik Eskimos live in a hand- !
ful of villages scattered across this landscape— !
Kotlik, Emmonak, Nunam Iqua, Mountain !
Village, Alakanuk, and Grayling, to name a !
few. Among the indigenous peoples of North !
America, the Yupik constitute the largest group !
to have remained, without interruption, on
their native land. For most of their existence, !
the mainstay of their diet has been the meaty
fish known as the Yukon king salmon, which, !
during the summer spawning season, surges '
roughly 2,000 miles up the biggest, baddest !
salmon river in the world. To the immense sur- !
prise of the Yupik, their mighty Yukon king has
recently become a gourmet gold mine, coveted |
by chefs who are paying astronomical prices to !
. deep-fried or as sashimi. In Russia, salmon is
stemmed roses, to some of the top restaurants |

have the fish shipped on ice, like so many long-

in the country.

The fish’s sudden stardom is changing the |
way the Yupik catch, process, and market |
the fish to meet the high standards of the |
world’s most demanding customers. And,
in an era when farmed salmon outnumber '
wild salmon by 50 to one and wild stocks '

in the Atlantic have been reduced to a third
of what they were 30 years ago, the fishing
practices of a handful of native Alaskans
are taking on a broad new significance in
the story of North America’s legendary wild
salmon.

ngton State

run upstream to spawn. At that moment, its flesh

with the mineral tones of the river.

Salmon, farmed or wild, is loved around |

the world. In Japan, where a species known as
amago salmon flourishes, it is often prepared

METHOD
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+ served in hearty soups or baked in pastry. And
* here in the States, salmon is truly a king among
. fishes, found on menus both simple and lavish
. and embraced by home cooks. But for all of

. . : : + salmon’s gastronomic pleasures, the attention
A grOWlng appetlte for Wlld Salmon may be SaVlng a Nor th American% lavish on wﬁd salmon is a relatively
. new phenomenon. For centuries, salmon was so
. abundant in North America, particularly along
WILD SALMON IS AN epicurean dream: it’s !
endlessly versatile, it’s nearly impossible to over- !
cook, and it boasts a rich, inimitable flavor that '
stands up well to many different kinds of season-
ings or sauces. Though wild Atlantic salmon is !
no longer available in North American waters, '
there are still five viable wild varieties in the Pa- !
cific—chum, coho, pink, sockeye, and chinook, | fish. In New England, the Fourth of July was
otherwise known as king—all of them harvest- !
ed sometime between April and September (see !
“Know Your Salmon”, page 77). Farmed salmon !
can taste great, but it simply cannot compare !
. with the wild stuff, caught when the fish is sur- |
facing from the ocean and commencing its fated |
- when America renewed its love affair with clas-
is dense and thickly ribbed with pearly, white fat '
that lubricates the flesh as it cooks. (The Yukon
king, which swims in some of Alaska’s coldest !
waters, has a pronounced pocket of fat beneath !
the skin that looks like a thick, alabaster layer !
of thermal wear, and when it melts it causes the !
salmon’s skin to crisp up like a potato chip.) In !
addition to its succulence, salmon traveling up-
stream has an extraordinarily complex flavor, !
briny and sweet from the ocean it left behind, !
. fish placed before diners came from Atlantic

the Pacific coast, that it was considered a humble
commodity. It was salted and smoked by Ameri-
can Indians, canned, and frozen, but it was sel-
dom cooked and eaten fresh; cookbooks from
the 1930s through the 1950s, in fact, contain a
bevy of recipes for everything from salmon cro-
quettes to salmon loaf, all made with the canned

traditionally celebrated with the fish, alongside
new potatoes, tender peas, and a sauce made
with hard-boiled eggs. Yes, it was beloved, but
it was simply too available, too inexpensive, too
ingrained in our everyday lives to be chic.

The fish s social status rose a lictle in the 1960s,

sic French cooking. Poaching a whole salmon
represented a certain benchmark in the classic
repertoire. Personally, I never understood the
excitement: the dish was usually bland. None-
theless, by the 1980s, poached salmon was vy-
ing with chicken cordon bleu at weddings and
charity balls. In the 1990s, as restaurant cuisine
lightened up, grilled and roasted salmon and
salmon tartare became staples on restaurant
menus, but it was increasingly likely that the

aquaculture farms rather than from Pacific fish-
ing grounds.

By the end of the 20th century, industrial
pollution, river damming, and overfishing had

Broiled Salmon Steaks with Tomatoes, Onions, and Tarragon

Heat oven to 450°. Line a baking sheet with aluminum foil and grease it with 1/4 cup extra-
virgin olive oil. Cut 2 large yellow onions into /4"-thick rings; cut 4 medium tomatoes into 1/2"
slices. Spread the onions and the tomatoes out on the baking sheet to form a bed for the salmon
steaks. Tuck 16 smashed cloves garlic and 10 sprigs each of fresh thyme and oregano between
vegetables and drizzle with 1/a cup extra-virgin olive oil. Season the vegetables with kosher
salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste. Roast the vegetables until soft and juicy, about
25 minutes. Remove the baking sheet from the oven. Arrange an oven rack 3" from the broiler
element; turn oven to broil and heat. Arrange four 10-0z. salmon steaks on top of the roasted
vegetables, drizzle with 2 tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil, and season with kosher salt and freshly
ground black pepper to taste. Place 1 thin slice of lemon on each salmon steak and sprinkle 1/2
tbsp. roughly chopped fresh thyme and /2 tbsp. roughly chopped fresh oregano over the fish.
Broil the salmon until lightly browned and just cooked through, about 5 minutes. Sprinkle the
salmon steaks with 2 tbsp. fresh tarragon, 2 tbsp. Pernod or other anise-flavored liqueur, and 2

tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil. Serves 4.



wreaked havoc on the nation’s salmon stocks.
Today, scientists estimate that the North Ameri-
can wild salmon population has dropped from

1.5 million to fewer than half a million over the |
past three decades. Intensifying this predica- |

ment are the effects of climate change, which
many oceanographers blame for the fact that
annual salmon runs have become less predict-
able. This year, along the coast of California,
the kings didn’t return home to their natal riv-
ers to spawn, and officials closed salmon fishing
operations up and down the West Coast. Only
Alaska’s king salmon fisheries, which are now
heralded as the healthiest fisheries in the world,

remained open. And the old-fashioned, hand- |
harvesting methods used by the Yupik are set-

[illg new standards.

UNTIL FIVE YEARS AGO, few people outside
the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta had tasted fresh
king salmon harvested from the region. The
Yupik themselves, many of whom worked at the
fish processing plants that have operated across

the delta for decades, rarely indulged in the fresh

fish. Salmon was the center of their subsistence '
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. of all places, a Boston restaurant called Hamer-

diet; they cured it, smoked it, and dried it to cre- |

ate a sort of jerky, which they ate year-round. In

changed the way the Yupik thought about their
salmon. For the first time ever, to the bafHement
of conservationists and fisheries experts and in
a foreshadowing of what happened recently in
California, the fish did not return to the Yukon.
When the same thing happened the following
year, eight of the delta’s 12 fish processing plants
closed shop and hundreds of Yupik were put
out of work. Around the same time, prices for

matically. People started leaving to take jobs in

. Bethel, the delta’s regional hub, or in Anchorage,

500 miles to the east.

“We were watching our world end,” Hum-
phrey Keyes, a 51-year-old Yupik fisherman, told
me when [ first met him, a couple of years ago.
“We had to figure out a way to earn cash.”

Keyes, his wife, Ellen, and I were sitting in,

A fisherman kisses the first catch of the season for good luck, below. Facing page, salmon a lanage.

sley’s Bistro. The two of them had flown from
Alaska to New England to introduce Yukon

. king salmon to wholesalers, grocers, chefs, and
the summer of 1999, however, a near-disaster |

journalists at the Boston Seafood Show. “It’s the
foie gras of the fish world,” said Gordon Hamer-
sley, the chef and owner of the restaurant where
we were dining. “So rich and so satiny.”
During the dinner, a tasting menu that
consisted of multiple courses featuring Yukon
king, the Keyeses explained how, in 2002,
the fish came back. (continued on page 78)

; RECIPE

everything from fuel to groceries spiked dra- 3

Salmon a la Nage
SERVES 4

Elegant and surprisingly easy to prepare, the
salmon in this dish is immersed in a buttery,
wine-and-mussel-infused broth. (Nage is the
French word for swim.)

stalks asparagus (about 3 0z.)

tbsp. unsalted butter

large shallot, finely chopped

6-0z. skinless boneless salmon filets
Kosher salt and freshly ground black
pepper, to taste

mussels, scrubbed and debearded
cups white wine

cup fresh or frozen peas

1 tbsp. finely chopped fresh tarragon

1 tbsp. finely chopped fresh chives

1 tbsp. finely chopped flat-leaf parsley
tbsp. finely chopped fresh dill

b aovo

1. Heat oven to 225°. Snap off and discard ends
from asparagus. Thinly slice stalks on the bias;
leave tips intact. Set aside. Grease a 10" straight-
sided skillet with 1 tbsp. butter. Sprinkle skillet
with shallots. Season filets with salt and pepper;
arrange in skillet. Scatter mussels around filets;
pour in wine with 11/2 cups water. Boil, and re-
duce heat to medium-low; simmer, covered, until
mussels open, 2-3 minutes. Remove from heat;
set aside, covered, to let steam, until fish is just
cooked through, 3-4 minutes. Using a spatula,
transfer fish to a baking sheet; transfer mussels
with a slotted spoon to sheet, leaving broth in
skillet. Keep fish and mussels warm in oven.

2. Place skillet over high heat; bring broth to a boil.
Whisk in remaining butter, 1tbsp. at a time, until
smooth. Add asparagus and peas; cook until ten-
der, 2-3 minutes. Remove from heat; stir in tarra-
gon, chives, parsley, and dill. Season with salt and
pepper. Divide fish and mussels among 4 bowls;
divide broth between them.






-9 C- 2 b i

A e
o R S
o A




- e

:
:
?

SALMON

' Different varieties of salmon vary substan-
tially in taste and texture, but they all share
one cardinal trait: a high fat content, which
. gives their flesh a rich flavor and lush texture.

All wild salmon taste their best when caught
just before their journey home to freshwater
spawning grounds, since they prepare for the
trip by fattening up on ocean crustaceans. Fea-
tured here are the six varieties available in the

| United States. Also known as chinook salmon,
| the mighty king Bl can weigh well over a hun-
dred pounds; its habitat ranges from California
. to Alaska. The meaty fish has a pure flavor and
 ample fat and cooks beautifully over a char-
. coal fire. The coho salmon B, also called silver

salmon, constitutes just 10 percent of the com-
mercial salmon fishery in the United States.

, Making its home in the waters from Oregon to
| Alaska and available in markets from late sum-
mer through fall, the fish has a firm texture and
+ a rich, gamy flavor suited to simple prepara-
| | tions like poaching. Pink salmon H, also called
. humpback salmon, is the smallest variety

available in this country, averaging only five
pounds; the most abundant, it’s often canned.
Lower in fat, the delicate, sweet flesh of pink
salmon has a subtle flavor best brought out

| | by pan-frying or whole-roasting. Sometimes
known as leaper salmon, the Atlantic salmon
. B once flourished in North Atlantic waters, but
it . overfishing, pollution, and a host of other fac-
tors have decimated wild stocks. Demand for
' this fatty, full-flavored salmon, probably the

most versatile variety when it comes to cook-
ing, is met mostly by fish farms, which now
produce more than half of all the salmon sold
in this country. The flesh of the red, or sockeye,

+ salmon B, a variety of Pacific salmon whose
« range stretches from British Columbia to Alas-
' ka and which is the second-fattiest type, has a
. distinctive, deep orange-red color and is dense
\ and full-flavored. Sockeye, which first comes to
| market in May, is usually the variety favored
for raw preparations. The abundant and rela-
. tively neutral-tasting chum salmon B, some-

times called keta salmon, is second only to the
king in size and inhabits waters throughout the
Pacific Northwest; chum salmon is harvested in
the late fall and is most often canned, smoked,
or cured. —Hunter Lewis and Ben Mims



(continued from page 74) Around thar same

time, Yupik fishermen started hearing about

the enormous popularity of Copper River
king salmon, which swims in a relatively short
river roughly 500 miles to the southeast of the |

delta. The fish from that river were fetching

up to $15 a pound wholesale—a staggering |
sum at the time—in places like New York !
and Seattle. In fact, since 1997, when Copper !

River salmon was first established as a brand

by a consortium of fishermen and business- !
people and marketed to luxury restaurants in |

the lower 48, the average household income of

those fishermen had doubled.

The Yupik were confounded by the celebrity |
of Copper River salmon. “A salmon like a Yukon !
king that is ready to swim 2,000 miles upriveris |
bigger, richer, firmer, and fatter and tastes bet- |
ter than a salmon making a 300-mile run,” said |

Humphrey. “We started to think, Why not us?”

The idea of branding a particular salmon froma |
particular river made plenty of sense: the flavor
of salmon varies depending on where the fish |
live and what they’re eating. (See “Salmon Su- |

perhighways”, page 80.)

So, in 2002, a group of 300 Yupik fishermen |
and their families, including the Keyeses, formed
a cooperative to develop their own Yukon king
salmon processing plant and marketing opera- |
tion. Theiraim was to get the fish from the ocean |
to restaurant kitchens and gourmet markets in as
fresh a condition as possible. The company they
started, Kwik'Pak Fisheries, bases its operations |
in the village of Emmonak, a short skiff ride from |
what could be called the world’s premier salmon
fishing grounds: the tidal waters that stretch for |
a few miles from the mouth of the river, where

the fish surface from the ocean before surging
up the Yukon.

Thanks to Kwik’Pak, a Yukon king salmon |
caught outside Emmonak on a Thursday can |
be served Saturday night at Nobu in New York |
City—for a price. To the Yupik, “the price of |
salmon” signifies how much a buyer will pay |
them for their fish, but it also describes the incal- |

culable value of a fish thar has always sustained |
their people and organized their days. “Saying |
“Thar’s the price of salmon’ is like saying “That’s
life’,” Ellen Keyes told me during that dinner. ;
“If I needed a new dress and we couldn’t afford |
the fabric, my mother would blame the price of |
salmon. If my children complain about having |
to go to our salmon camp to fish in June, I tell

them, ‘Sorry, that’s the price of salmon.”

The changes have been more than just |

rhetorical. For decades in the Yukon Delra, !
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the commercial fish processors had set the

daily price of the fish they sold by study-
ing the world supply and then projecting

private investment, Kwik’Pak is charged
profit. They pay the fishermen what they

traditional Yupik life—roughly twice the

commercial fishing families, and, in the

+ last five years, the average Fishing income
. among those families has increased dra-

demand. Supported by both public and ;

matically. What seemed like the end of

! the world nine years ago may have actu-
i with community support, not corporate |

ally been a new beginning. “Our people

| are coming back home,” said Humphrey,
need to keep fishing and to continue the

smiling. But I wondered what sort of price the

- delivery of flawless fresh salmon was exacting on
. average price of salmon sold worldwide. |
As a result, Kwik’Pak now supports 500 :

the traditional culture of the Yupik. Until this
trip, Ellen told me, they had never been east of

Slow-Cooked Salmon with Creamy Leeks and Red Wine Butter
SERVES 4

Gordon Hamersley, the chef and owner Hamersley's Bistro in Boston, created this dish (pictured
right) to showcase Alaskan Yukon king salmon, which is the fattiest of all the Pacific salmon. Gently
roasting the salmon at a low temperature allows its fat to melt slowly and baste the flesh, yielding a
luscious, ultratender piece of fish.

cup red wine
shallots (1 roughly chopped, 1finely chopped)
tbsp. unsalted butter (6 tbsp. softened, 2 tbsp. diced)
tsp. chopped flat-leaf parsley plus 1tbsp. thinly sliced
Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste
medium leeks (white and light green parts only), julienned and washed
1/2 tbsp. finely chopped marjoram
1/2 tbsp. finely chopped thyme
1 tsp. crushed fennel seeds
13 cup dry vermouth
cups heavy cream
tbsp. fresh lemon juice
8-0z. skinless boneless salmon filets
tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil
clove garlic, finely chopped

N OON o
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1. Combine red wine and roughly chopped shallots in a 1-quart saucepan; bring to a boil over high
heat. Boil until reduced to 1tbsp., about 13 minutes. Strain the wine through a fine sieve into a bowl;
discard shallots. Let wine cool. Add softened butter and chopped parsley and season with salt and
pepper. Stir with a fork until well combined. Transfer red wine butter to a sheet of plastic wrap and
roll tightly into a 1"-thick cylinder about 5" long. Twist ends of plastic wrap to seal tightly. Chill
until firm. (The red wine butter may be made and refrigerated up to 1 week in advance.)

2. Heat remaining butter in a 12" skillet over medium-high heat. Add the leeks, marjoram, thyme,
and fennel, season with salt, and cook, stirring occasionally, until slightly wilted, about 2 minutes.
Add the vermouth and cook, stirring occasionally, until almost all the liquid has evaporated, about
8 minutes. Add the cream and lemon juice and cook, stirring occasionally, until the leeks are soft
and the cream has thickened, about 25 minutes. (Add a little water if leeks become dry.) Season
with salt and pepper. Keep leeks warm, covered, over low heat.

3. Heat oven to 275°. Arrange the salmon on a foil-lined baking sheet. In a small bowl, combine the
remaining shallots, olive oil, and garlic. Rub salmon with the shallot mixture and season with salt
and pepper. Roast the salmon until medium rare, about 12 minutes. Cut four 1/4"-thick slices of the
red wine butter, place 1 on top of each filet, and let melt slightly in the oven, about 3 minutes.

4. To serve, spoon some of the leeks onto the center of 4 plates. Using a spatula, place a salmon
filet atop each. Garnish with remaining parsley.






' California. They had never tasted their salmon

prepared six ways by a four-star chef. [ watched |

them study each course that arrived with the
careful fascination of an anthropologist. Ellen

explained that when they prepare fresh salmon, |

it is usually in simple soups and stews. She was
awed by the slow-roasted Hamersley's version,
which was enriched with red wine and butter.

The tart wine, she said, made the fish “taste

like salmon, but more”.

THE SUMMER AFTER I'd met the Keyeses

in Boston, I accepted an invitation to visit !

them in Emmonak. I was curious to see how
the appetite of modern urbanites was af-

fecting Yupik culture, and, of course, I was |

eager to taste the fish in its context. It was

tion of about 200 plywood houses, a general
store, a few municipal buildings, and a pool
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hall—is not a picturesque fishing village. The !
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air smelled like dirt, ocean, and the exhaust

from the all-terrain vehicles that supply the
primary mode of transportation in town dur- |

: ing the summer.

. and early August; two surges had already tak-
: en place in the weeks prior to my arrival. The |

that many Yupik fishermen no longer used the

traditional wooden skiffs. Like her, they were us-
ing new aluminum models to carry the salmon

. destined for restaurant plates; the fish must be
Yukon kings move upriver in “surges” overa |

: period of about three weeks between early July

laid on crushed ice in the boat, gently ferried
back to shore, and flown out from an airstrip in

- town within two hours of being caught.

spring mud had dried, and the four-wheelers |
- work in husband-and-wife teams, using ei-
ing up clouds of concrete-colored dust. Every- |
- between boats. Nowadays, however, instead

On my first full day in Emmonak, I joined |
Ellen Keyes as she set out to join her husband

bounced along the narrow main street, send-

: one was waiting for the third salmon surge.

 at their fish camp, five miles from town. “Not |

many out there,” she shouted over the roar of the |

' motor on her 24-foot-long, flat-bottomed alu- |
late July when I arrived. The town—a collec-

minum boat as we zoomed up a channel that
\ would take us from the village to the famed fish- |
! ing grounds. Dressed in a drop-waist gingham
tunic and mirrored sunglasses, she explained
| me, as the boat skipped over the waves. “No
Internet, no cell reception.”

SALMON SUPERHIGHWAYS

to reproduce. Different waterways along North

season. The Sacramento River @, the Columbia

salmon extends from Monterey Bay @, on Califor-
and Point Hope in northwest Alaska. Chum salmon

deep into the Mackenzie River @ in Canada's arctic
Northwest Territories. Washington's Puget Sound

sockeye salmon, which is also located in the Fraser
River basin @ in British Columbia and Bristol Bay
© in Alaska. Other rivers, such as the Skeena @
and the Willapa @, host prime salmon runs, too.
“They just haven't been touted as well as the Yu-

length (the longer the river, the more flavorful fat a

The mechanics of how the Yupik fish
haven’t changed much, she said; they still

ther stationary or floating nets that stretch

of moving to their camps so that they may
live and work together with their families
during salmon season, as most Yupik fisher-
men used to do, many have begun to com-
mute from their villages to fish every day.
She said that her young sons were at the
camp with them this week but that their two
teenage daughters stayed behind. “They say
there is nothing to do out here,” Ellen told

Ellen eased back on the throttle as she drew

. close to her husband’s boat. The salmon were
Salmon are anadromous, meaning they are born :
in freshwater, venture into the sea and remain
there for a few years, and return to their birthplace

meandering, not running, Humphrey said. In
half an hour, only a dozen or so fat, silvery
kings had lodged in the net. The couple hauled

in their gear and sped back to camp. I watched
America's West Coast attract different species of !
Pacific salmon, and some attract multiple species,
creating bustling piscine arteries during spawning
efficiently, wordlessly. While Humphrey
River @, and the Yukon River € host the majority |
of the country’s king salmon. The range of the coho

the Keyeses use two-handled, crescent-shaped
knives to clean, scale, and cut salmon on a
wooden plank. The couple worked together

hung the salmon strips over the rafters of the
drying pavilion, Ellen built a cook fire. She

. heated big river rocks in the coals, removed
nia's central coast, to Oregon's Umpqua River Q

the stones from the fire, and laid lightly salted

 salmon filets atop them. I assumed that her
can be found from the Tillamook Bay @ in Oregonto |

technique—an ingenious form of slow, low-

heat cooking—reached back a few thousand
. years. No, said Ellen, as she transferred a filet
@, known for pink salmon, is also a key haven for |

to a tin plate and passed it to me along with
a fork. She’d learned the method from a chef
in Seattle. My imagination—which needed to
believe in the romance of the past in order to

. fully appreciate the present—was deeply cha-
grined. As we crowded by the fire, eating a
kon and Copper ©," says John Hilsinger, director of !
the Division of Commercial Fisheries at the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game. A salmon'’s flavor,
he notes, is affected by the food available in the

river where it spends its early life and by that river's |
- York Cookbook (Workman Publishing,

fish puts on to prepare for the spawning journey),

which explains why so many cooks are interested |
v ry” (March 2008).

in a salmon's provenance.—Ben Mims

salmon that was indeed the sum of all salmon
I'd ever known, I couldn’t help thinking about
the price of salmon.

Movrry O’NEILL is the author of the New

1992), among other books. Her most recent
article in SAVEUR was “Butter: A Love Sto-
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@ HOW TO FILET
_ ASALMON

It's easy, and worthwhile, to filet your own salmon:
| not only is doing so far more economical than buy-
ing presliced filets, but the practice gives you ac-
cess to all the tasty, overlooked parts of the fish,
! such as the belly, head, and collars. (For more
© about salmon parts, see page 91.) Rinse a scaled
. and gutted salmon under cold water, pat dry with a
. kitchen towel, and transfer to a large cutting board
| with the belly facing you. El} Working with a long,

flexible knife, make a diagonal cut behind the gills
. downward until the backbone stops the blade.
. Work the knife under the filet. Keep the blade flush
. against the backbone and parallel to the cutting
. board. In long, fluid strokes, slice toward the tail to
. gently release the filet from the body of the salmon.

Turn the fish over and repeat with the second filet.
Remove the thin ribs, also known as the belly
bones, by slicing underneath them toward the ta-
. pered end of the filet. B Trim off some of the belly
| 1-2inchesinfromthe edge to make a more uniform

filet, reserving belly for another use. B Drape the
! filet over the top of aninverted bowl so that the pin
| bones protrude slightly. Run a fingertip lengthwise
' down the filet to locate the pin bones. Remove the
bones with tweezers or fish pliers. B To remove
! the skin, carefully cut through tail end of fish, edg-
ing knife between skin and filet. Holding the knife
! blade firmly in place at a 20-degree angle to the
cutting board, grip the tail end of skin with a kitchen
! towelin your other hand and pull skin taut in a side-
! to-side motion away from filet, letting the knife do
the work. | Cleanly slice the filets into 2"-4"-wide
portions. —Hunter Lewis
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[PART TWO]

FRIENDLY WATERS

Thanks to a few pioneers, salmon aquaculture is evolving

| HE LAST TIME 1 ATE wild Atlantic
salmon was in the spring of 1991 in the

W northern Spanish city of Pamplona. It
was a center cut, gently roasted and served witha
piquant sauce of minced herbs, capers, and olive
oil that contrasted brightly, in color and flavor,
with the salmon’s fresh pink hue and rich raste.
“Bur is it really wild?” I asked. The dining-room
manager assured me it was. Later the chef her-

had been attached to the fish. In Spanish it read,
boundary river between Spain and France.

These days, fish lovers and environmentalists
alike know that Atlantic salmon is endangered; its

decline, especially in the past hundred years, has |
been precipitous and shocking. Owing to over- !

fishing, loss of spawning habitat, pollution, and
other factors, wild Atlantic salmon populations
are less than half of what they were just 20 years
ago and only a quarter of what they were before
the 19th century. A few countries in the North
Atlantic, including Iceland and Ireland, continue
to support sport fisheries and even a very small
amount of commercial fishing in local waters,

© but in most parts of the world, if you want to eat
self came out of the kitchen bearing a ticket that |

Atlantic salmon (Sa/mo salar, an entirely different

' genus and species from Oncorhynchus, or Pacific,
“Salmon #134 from the Bidasoa River”; that’s the

salmon), it must be farmed.
Many environmentalists insist that salmon
aquaculture is downright dangerous. Large-

Salmon tartare on potato crisps, below. Facing

page, a salmon farm in New Zealand.

Ukha

(Russuarnéalmon Soup)
SERVES 6

Salmon has been a pillar of Russian cuisine for
centuries. In leantimes, all parts of the fish went
into the soup, say Glenn R. Mack and Asele
Surina in their book Food Culture in Russia and
Central Asia (Greenwood, 2005). But in “more
prosperous times [they] were strained out to
make a clear broth”. This recipe is based on one
in Please to the Table by Anya von Bremzen and
John Welchman (Workman, 1990).

1/a cup extra-virgin olive oil
small carrots (1 chopped, 3 thinly sliced)
black peppercorns
sprigs flat-leaf parsley
sprigs dill
leeks (white parts only), thickly sliced
crosswise and washed
ribs celery, roughly chopped
bay leaves
1/2 tsp. crushed red pepper flakes
11/2 cups white wine
1 Ib. fish bones, such as snapper, rinsed
1 salmon head (about 11b.), gills
removed
3 medium yukon gold potatoes, peeled
and cut into 1/2” chunks
1 Ib. skinless boneless salmon filet, cut
into 1" cubes
1 tbsp. fresh lemon juice
Kosher salt and freshly ground black
pepper, to taste
4 scallions, thinly sliced on the diagonal
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1. Heat the olive oil in a 6-quart pot over me-
dium-high heat. Add chopped carrots, pep-
percorns, parsley, dill, leeks, celery, bay leaves,
and pepper flakes and cook until vegetables are
soft, about 10 minutes. Add 6 cups water, wine,
snapper bones, and salmon head and bring to
a boil over high heat. Reduce heat to medium-
low and simmer, covered, skimming off any froth
that rises to the surface, for 35 minutes. Strain
the broth through a fine-mesh sieve into a bowl.
Discard the solids.

2. Wipe out the pot and add the broth along
with the remaining carrots and potatoes. Bring
to a boil, covered, over high heat. Reduce heat
to medium-low and simmer, covered, until pota-
toes and carrots are tender, about 25 minutes.

3. Add salmon to soup; simmer until just cooked
through, about 5 minutes. Add lemon juice and
season generously with salt and pepper. Divide
soup between bowls; garnish with the scallions.
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scale farming, they say, pollutes surrounding

waters and contaminates the wild stock be-
cause of interbreeding with escaped fish. There
are also concerns about farmed fish containing
antibiotics and chemicals that are hazardous
to humans. Is all this alarm justified? After
reading countless scientific reports, talking
with fisheries experts, and visiting numerous

. ) ) aqua-
@ A recipe for miso-marinated
: culture
salmon and a story about white
salmon at SAVEUR.coM/1sssuer12 OP €T f‘ 2
tions, ['ve

learned that although there is indeed good rea-
son for concern about salmon farming (a virus

| that caused anemia that recently spread across
| overcrowded salmon farms in Chile is a case

in point), there is also a growing, if inchoate,
movement toward farming salmon responsibly.
And, considering the health-related appeal of

the fish (salmon is a key source of beneficial
omega-3 fatty acids), Americans have some !
cause for optimism about the prospects of sus- ;

tainable aquaculture.

Retailers, like Whole Foods Market, that spe- !

cialize in environmentally friendly foods agree.
That company has established protocols for the
farmed salmon it buys, including a ban on the
use of antibiotics, hormones, and parasiticides,
according to Carrie Brownstein, the company’s
seafood-quality-standards coordinator. “We're
also working with our producers to reduce the
pressure on wild populations used for salmon
feed,” she said. (She mentioned the use of trim-
mings from fish processing, instead of whole fish,
to produce fish oils and pellets.)

SALMON FARMING AS WE know it today
developed in Norway with Atlantic salmon in
the 1970s. Nowadays, 95 percent of all farmed
salmon is Atlantic salmon, and while the major-
ity sold in the U.S. comes from farms in Chile,
there are also salmon farms in Northern Europe,

' Canada, the Pacific Northwest, New- England,

and a few other places, including New Zealand.
In recent years, I've encountered a few that are
taking steps toward sustainability, like Cooke
Aquaculture, at its farms in Maine. Maine’s strict
environmental policies play a part: they forbid
the use of hormones and severely restrict the
use of antibiotics to supervised veterinary uses.
Maine requires salmon farmers to adopt such
land-farming techniques as site rotation and fal-
lowing (allowing a site to revert to its natural state

Nancy HARMON JENKINS's most recent ar-
ticle for saveur was “City of Ragu” (April, 2008).

SAVEUR
SALMON
for a period after harvest).

One of the more progressive salmon farms
I've visited is operated by Loch Duart Ltd., in
the northwest of Scotland. Salmon were kept
in large net cages that were secured to the sea
bottom. The fish had plenty of space and were
darting about freely. (That counteracts the mis-
taken belief that the high fat content of Atlantic
salmon is the result of the fish’s limited mobility |
in overcrowded pens.) Loch Duart’s operation
comprises a series of farm sites located in and !
around Badcall Bay, north of the Scottish city !
of Inverness, and another in the Western Isles.

METHOD

Salmon Tartare on Potato Crisps

This recipe for creamy and piquant salmon
tartare (shown on page 84) comes from
Jeremy Marshall, the owner of New York's
Aquagrill restaurant. The ingredients include
a combination of capers, red onion, and dijon
mustard, which give the dish an assertive kick.
Heat oven to 300°. Peel one 8"-long russet
potato. Using a Japanese mandoline (see page
97), slice potato lengthwise into twenty-five
1/16"-thick slices, stacking them to prevent from
drying out. Line 2 baking sheets with parchment
paper; rub each with 2 tbsp. canola oil. Arrange
potato slices on baking sheets, spacing them
apart, and turn them in the oil to coat. Lightly
sprinkle with kosher salt and bake, rotating
sheets and flipping potato slices every 5 minutes,
until crisp and browned, 40-50 minutes. (Some
will brown faster than others.) Transfer potato
crisps to a paper towel-lined plate. Dab dry
with a paper towel; set aside. Cut 1 Ib. skinless
boneless salmon filet or belly into /8" cubes.
Transfer to a bowl and add 3 tbsp. dijon mustard,
2 tbsp. chopped cornichons, 2 tbsp. chopped red
onions, 2 tbsp. rinsed and drained capers, and 2
tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil and season with kosher
salt and freshly ground pepper to taste. Fold in 2
tbsp. finely chopped flat-leaf parsley and 1tbsp. !
finely chopped chives. Chill for 30 minutes.
Serve tartare on potato crisps garnished with

chopped chives. Serves 6-8

Nick Joy, a founder and the managing director of ;
the company, told me that his company uses no |
antibiotics or growth hormones; it doesn’t over-
populate, and it allows each site to lie fallow every !
third year. Strong tidal currents sweep through
twice every 24 hours, but the business has also
introduced sea urchins and seaweeds to help keep |
the water clean, and they have replaced their nets
every two cycles to minimize the number of es-
capees. These practices represent a significant |
step toward reducing aquaculture’s environmen-
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tal impact and inherent riskiness, and people are
starting to notice: Loch Duart has won several
awards in the UK, not only for its sustainable
aquaculture practices but also for the quality of
the fish itself, which has a buttery texture and
sweetly meaty flavor.

Some factors affecting the health of farmed

: salmon and the people who eat it are, even in

the best of circumstances, harder to control

: and assess. A report published in the journal

Science in 2004 concluded that farmed salmon
had higher contents of potent carcinogens, like

polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and dioxins, |

than wild Pacific salmon. But PCBs and dioxins
are distressingly common throughout the envi-
ronment, including in dairy products, meat, and
other fish. A study conducted at the Harvard

School of Public Health concluded that the

levels of these carcinogens in all fish, farmed
or wild, are offset by the benefits of fish eating.
Then there’s astaxanthin, a compound added to
salmon feed to give the fish’s flesh a more dis-

\ tinctive pink color. Additive-averse consumers

regularly raise concerns about it, but astaxanthin
is a natural carotenoid pigment present in the
diet of wild salmon and is widely available in
health food stores as a nutritional supplement
for human consumption. (The version used by

| most farmers is a synthetic one, and while the
. EU and Canada restrict the amount that may
. be added to salmon feed because of concerns

about potential long-term health risks, synthetic
astaxanthin is widely accepted as identical to the
natural variety.)

As responsible aquaculture gains ground,
the greatest challenge for the salmon farmers
who practice it may lie in getting the word out.
Their task is further complicated by confusing
labeling, especially the designation “organic”,

. which, at least for fish products, is not tied to
\ any particular set of production standards in the
¢ United States. It makes sense for salmon farm-

ers to follow the lead of land-based farmers who

. are setting their own standards and marketing

products under their own brand names; Niman
Ranch, the Alameda, California-based purveyor
of sustainably raised pork, lamb, and beef; is one
of the most successful. In the future, shoppers
will probably see a lot more branded salmon
at their local fish market. That would be all

to the good, for the fish, for the environment, |

and for cooks. #*

: THE PANTRY, page 97: Sources for Yukon |

River king salmon, farmed Atlantic salmon

\ from Loch Duart, and other varieties.



