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D ESPITE A REPUTATION AS STARVATION
fare and the unappealing catchall 
“seaweeds,” red, brown, and green algae 
have been dubbed “superfoods,” and kelp, 

“the new kale.” Augmenting a diet rich in protein 
and fat, edible seaweeds boosted the health of 
traditional northern Native peoples. Some contain 
more calcium than milk, more iron than spinach, 
more vitamin C than raw caribou liver, and plenty 
of � ber. Alaska species such as bladderwrack, laver, 
or sea lettuce provide potent antioxidants, which 
can prevent diabetes, obesity, and cardiovascular 
diseases. More a supplement than a main dish, 
toasted seaweed is used in soups, stews, salads, 
pesto, and seasonings, stir-fried, sprinkled on � sh, 
or eaten as crunchy chips. Sold in many health 
food stores, dried kelp tastes too � shy or salty to 
some palates, but raw kelp, milder in � avor, 
perfectly complements other ingredients in slaws 
or as wraps. Connoisseurs choose kelp caviars as a 
calorie- and cholesterol-free, vegan alternative to 
real � sh eggs, and the brown alga infuses salsas 
and craft stout with umami tanginess. 

Recognizing the culinary trend, dozens of startups 
are specializing in sea farming or mariculture, 
growing seaweed, which also serves as a carbon sink, 
often together with shell� sh such as oysters, mussels, 
and clams. Collecting wild kelp for commercial 
purposes is still fairly new, so the Alaska Department 
of Fish and Game has been issuing experimental 
permits. If the demand continues, supplying 
businesses like Juneau’s Barnacle Foods with large 
enough quantities could become problematic. Only 
six commercial Alaska hatcheries currently produce 
seaweeds. Many Southcentral and Panhandle oyster 
farms already selling seaweed caught on their lines 
are about to add raised kelp crops to their opera-
tions, especially brown kelp (alaria) and sugar kelp.  

Meanwhile, heeding the adage “when the tide is 
out, the table is set,” gourmet foragers from Utqiagvik 
to Ketchikan pluck “sea cabbage” and dry it on bed 
sheets or clotheslines, or cut and can bull kelp’s stiles 
for savory pickles.
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Sea Veggies
From the ocean’s 
pantry to yours
BY MICHAEL ENGELHARD

Kelp pickles on cream cheese and smoked salmon bagels.

INGREDIENTS:

8 cups bull kelp, chopped
4 green peppers, chopped
2 onions, chopped
3 cups celery, diced
5 large tomatoes, chopped
Red chili peppers, to taste
1 green Ortega chili (or more)
3 garlic cloves, crushed
½ teaspoon cilantro
6 ounces jalapenos
2 cups white vinegar
2 tablespoons honey
6 teaspoons cumin

DIRECTIONS:

Bring ingredients to boil in a 
large pot, then simmer uncovered 
for one to two hours. Pour into 
sterilized pint or half-pint jars, 
leaving ½ inch of room. Screw on 
lids and boil in water bath 15 
minutes. Remove jars and cool 
12-24 hours, then check lids to 
ensure they sealed. Makes 13 to 14 
pints. 

—Courtesy of Dolly Garza

Bull Kelp Salsa

INGREDIENTS:

 2-3 roasted-seaweed (Nori) 
sheets (or roast washed, cut kelp 
on dry baking tray until brown, 
about 6 to 10 minutes at 400 
degrees)

½ cup wasabi peas
1 teaspoon salt

DIRECTIONS:

Crumble seaweed, briefl y pulse 
in grinder. Add salt and peas and 
grind fi nely. Store in airtight 
container. Great on noodles, tofu, 
grilled steak, or popcorn. 

Asian Seaweed Seasoning

Information for species identifi cation and recipes:  • Dolly Garza, Common Edible Seaweeds in the Gulf of Alaska
                                                                                                           • Mandy R. Lindeberg and Sandra C. Lindstrom, Field Guide to Seaweeds in Alaska
                                                                                                           • Evelyn McConnaughey, Sea Vegetables
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