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The Curious Name Behind a Classic Confection

For generations, beachgoers along the Atlantic coast have strolled into candy shops to
purchase long strips of chewy, colorful candy known as salt water taffy. Despite its
name, this beloved treat rarely contains any significant amount of sea water. The
moniker has sparked curiosity and debate for decades, leaving many to wonder: Why
is it called salt water taffy? The answer is a fascinating blend of history, folklore, and
a touch of marketing genius. This article delves deep into the origins, myths, and
science behind the name, offering a comprehensive look at one of America's most
iconic seaside sweets.

To truly understand the name, we must first understand what salt water taffy is. It is a
soft, chewy candy made from sugar, corn syrup, butter, flavorings, and often a small
amount of salt. The candy is pulled, stretched, and aerated to create its characteristic
light and chewy texture. While it is predominantly sold in coastal boardwalk shops, its
ingredients are anything but oceanic. So, where does the "salt water" come in? Let's
explore the leading theories.

The Great Atlantic Storm of 1883: The Most Popular
Origin Story

By far the most frequently cited explanation for why is it called salt water taffy
revolves around a massive storm that struck Atlantic City, New Jersey, in 1883.
According to this beloved legend, a candy shop owner by the name of David Bradley
operated a small store on the boardwalk. When a particularly violent storm surge
flooded the boardwalk, salt water from the Atlantic Ocean reportedly inundated his
shop.

The tale continues that, in an effort to salvage his inventory, a young girl approached
Bradley and asked to buy some taffy. Bradley, in a moment of quick thinking or perhaps
dark humor, allegedly replied, "I only have salt water taffy." The name reportedly stuck,
and Bradley began marketing his candy as "salt water taffy" to capitalize on the novelty
and the story. While charming and widely repeated, this story is often disputed by
candy historians who note that similar tales have been told about other shops along the
Jersey Shore.

Examining the Evidence for the Storm Story

While the 1883 storm narrative is endearing, it is important to approach it with a
degree of skepticism. Newspaper archives from the period do not definitively credit
David Bradley with coining the term. However, the story persists because it offers a
simple, memorable, and relatable explanation. It aligns with the human love for a good
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salt water taffy history of the Jersey Shore, which is undeniably its spiritual home.
The story has been passed down through generations of candy makers, each adding
their own flair, making it an inseparable part of taffy lore.

The Salt as a Key Ingredient: A More Practical
Explanation

Beyond the dramatic storm story, there is a much more practical reason why salt is
associated with taffy, and it has nothing to do with a flood. A small amount of salt is a
critical ingredient in most taffy recipes. Salt is not just a flavor enhancer; it plays a
crucial role in the candy-making process. In the context of confectionery, salt helps to:

e Balance sweetness: A pinch of salt reduces the perception of cloying
sweetness, allowing the other flavors to shine through. This is the same reason
salt is added to caramel, cookies, and many desserts.

e Strengthen the sugar structure: Salt can help the sugar molecules form a
more stable crystalline structure when combined with other ingredients,
contributing to the taffy's characteristic chewiness without making it brittle.

e Act as a preservative: While not its primary function in modern taffy, salt has
been used for centuries as a natural preservative. In the days before
refrigeration, a bit more salt might have helped the taffy stay fresh on a warm
summer day.

Therefore, one could argue that the name "salt water taffy" is a descriptive term
referring to the presence of salt in the recipe, even if that salt is not derived from sea
water. The word "water" in the name might simply refer to the liquid form of the salt
solution or the overall softness and moisture content of the candy, which is higher than
many other hard candies. This practical interpretation offers a straightforward answer
to why is it called salt water taffy without relying on a single historical event.

The Role of the Atlantic City Boardwalk

No discussion of salt water taffy is complete without mentioning Atlantic City. The city's
boardwalk, opened in 1870, became a perfect incubator for the candy. As tourism
boomed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, visitors flocked to the shore for fresh
air, sunshine, and entertainment. Candy makers set up shop to cater to this new crowd.

Marketing to the Masses

In a crowded market, candy makers needed a way to differentiate their product. The
name "salt water taffy" immediately evoked a sense of place. It suggested a product
that was authentic to the seaside experience. Tourists could buy a box of taffy as a
souvenir, a tangible reminder of their vacation. The name itself became a semantic
keyword that linked the candy to the ocean, the boardwalk, and the entire holiday
experience. Even if the candy contained no sea water, the name was a brilliant piece of
marketing. It told a story and created an emotional connection with the buyer.



Why Is It Called Salt Water Taffy
The Joseph Fralinger and Enoch James Era

Two names are synonymous with the commercialization of salt water taffy: Joseph
Fralinger and Enoch James. Fralinger, a glassblower turned candy maker, began selling
taffy in Atlantic City in the 1880s. He is often credited with standardizing the
manufacturing process and packaging the candy in the now-familiar white boxes with
blue lettering. He also embraced the "salt water" moniker, using it heavily in his
advertising.

Enoch James, a competitor, improved the pulling process to make the taffy softer and
less sticky. He also invented the machine that cuts taffy into the bite-sized pieces we
know today. Both Fralinger and James, through their fierce competition and innovation,
cemented the name "salt water taffy" in the American lexicon. They turned a simple
candy into a cultural icon. Their shops on the Atlantic City boardwalk are still famous
today, proving that the name and the product have lasting power.

Does Any Salt Water Taffy Actually Contain Sea
Water?

This is the most direct question related to why is it called salt water taffy. The
honest answer is that the vast majority of commercially produced salt water taffy does
not contain actual sea water. The name is traditional and referential, not literal.
However, in recent years, some artisanal candy makers have experimented with using
real sea water, usually reduced down to remove impurities and concentrate the salt
content.

These small-batch taffies are the exception, not the rule. For the average consumer, the
taffy they buy at the shore or in a specialty store is made with refined salt, corn syrup,
and sugar. Yet, the name continues to be used because it is the only name that fits. It
has become a genericized trademark of sorts, like "kleenex" for tissues or "band-aid"
for adhesive bandages. The name is so deeply embedded in the culture that changing it
would be unthinkable.

The Science of Chewiness: Why Texture Matters

While the name may be a marketing stroke of genius, the texture of salt water taffy is
pure science. To understand the candy fully, it helps to know what makes it so chewy.
The process of pulling taffy incorporates tiny air bubbles into the sugar mixture. This
aeration is what gives the candy its light, slightly elastic texture. Without pulling, the
candy would be a hard, brittle lump.

The Pulling Process

The taffy is cooked to a specific temperature, usually around 250°F to 260°F, which is
the firm ball stage. After cooling slightly, the candy is stretched and folded repeatedly
on a machine or by hand. This pulling action:
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2. Aligns sugar chains: The stretching aligns the long sugar molecules, creating a
smooth, elastic texture.

3. Prevents crystallization: The constant movement disrupts the formation of
large sugar crystals, which would make the candy grainy.

This process is fundamental to the identity of salt water taffy. It is what separates it
from other candies like caramel or nougat. The texture is a direct result of the skilled
candy maker's art, a process that has been refined over more than a century. This
long-tail keyword of "traditional taffy pulling process" is essential for any true taffy
connoisseur.

Regional Variations and Modern Interpretations

While Atlantic City is the undisputed capital of salt water taffy, the candy has spread far
and wide. Today, you can find salt water taffy in numerous coastal towns across the
United States, from Virginia Beach to Santa Cruz. Each region often adds its own local
flavor spin, from key lime in Florida to huckleberry in the Pacific Northwest. The classic
flavors remain: vanilla, chocolate, strawberry, banana, and peppermint. These are the
staples that have delighted generations.

Modern candy makers have also introduced gourmet variations. You can now find taffy
made with natural fruit purees, organic ingredients, and even vegan recipes that use
plant-based glycerin. The core identity of the candy, however, remains untouched. It is
still a chewy, flavorful piece of nostalgia, sold in boxes that look remarkably similar to
those from a hundred years ago. The name, whether literal or not, continues to be a
powerful draw for consumers who associate it with summer, the sea, and simpler times.

Common Misconceptions About Salt Water Taffy

Given its unusual name, it is no surprise that people have developed several
misconceptions about salt water taffy over the years. Let's clear up a few of the most
common ones.

e Misconception 1: It tastes salty. While it contains salt, the amount is minimal.
Salt water taffy is overwhelmingly sweet. The salt serves to enhance the flavors,
not to make the candy taste like the ocean.

e Misconception 2: It is made from sea water. As discussed, this is almost
never the case. The "salt water" in the name is a historical reference, not an
ingredient list.

* Misconception 3: It is a kind of toffee. Taffy and toffee are different candies.
Toffee is made with brown sugar and butter and is cooked to a higher
temperature, resulting in a harder, more brittle texture. Taffy is softer, chewier,
and made with white sugar and corn syrup.

e Misconception 4: It is difficult to make at home. While professional taffy
pulling requires skill and special equipment, home cooks can make a version
using a candy thermometer and a lot of elbow grease. The key is to master the
pulling technique.



Why Is It Called Salt Water Taffy
The Enduring Appeal of a Seaside Tradition

So, why is it called salt water taffy? The most honest answer is that the exact origin
of the name is shrouded in a mix of fact, folklore, and clever marketing. The 1883 flood
story is a wonderful tale that captures the imagination, but it is likely only part of the
truth. The practical explanation involving the use of salt as an ingredient is equally
valid. What is undeniable is that the name works. It evokes a sense of nostalgia,
seaside fun, and tradition. It is a name that has survived for over 140 years because it
perfectly captures the spirit of the boardwalk.

The name "salt water taffy" is a testament to the power of branding. It takes a simple
sugar candy and transforms it into a souvenir, a memory, and a piece of Americana.
Whether you believe the storm story or the ingredient theory, the result is the same: a
delicious, chewy candy that has earned its place in culinary history. Next time you
unwrap a piece of that pastel-colored treat, you can appreciate
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