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Get Funky with Fermentation 

Sauerkraut usually comes to mind when people hear the term “fermentation.” 
However, the fermentation process utilizes a wide array of foods and is gaining in 
popularity. What is fermentation and can we safely ferment in our home kitchen? 
Fermentation is a very ancient method of food preservation dating back to life in the 
Fertile Crescent around 6000 B.C. and can be found in various cultural groups since 
that period. (http://www.foodandnutrition.org/Winter-2012/The-History-and-Health-
Benefits-of-Fermented-Food/) The process of fermentation uses natural occurring or 
added acids which inhibit the growth of microorganisms to create safe delicious foods 
to consume. 
(http://nchfp.uga.edu/publications/nchfp/factsheets/food_pres_hist.html)  
 
Pickled foods are either fermented in a brine (salt solution) or packed in vinegar to 
preserve and create a new taste. This type of fermentation uses the bacteria in the 
brine to convert sugar into lactic acid which acts as a preservative. 
(http://www.foodandnutrition.org/Winter-2012/The-History-and-Health-Benefits-of-
Fermented-Food/) During this process the pH is reduced thereby inhibiting the 
growth of Clostridium botulinum, a bacteria that can make us ill. (Master Food 
Preserver Training Manual, Chapter 6) While this process of fermentation removes 
bad bacteria is also encourages the growth of good bacteria or probiotics, which may 
support the immune and digestive 
systems.(http://www.onegreenplanet.org/natural-health/fermented-foods-
to-eat-to-build-a-healthy-gut/)  From dill pickles, sauerkraut, kimchis, and 
kombuchas to kefirs, yogurts, chutneys and relishes, many delicious flavors can be 
created using fermentation techniques to accompany various ethnic cuisines and 
perhaps influence our gut health. 
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It is rather simple to make in your kitchen using the abundance of cabbage that is 
grown on the Central Coast. Another fermented food that you can easily make at 
home is Kombucha which is gaining popularity. It is a delicious, slightly fizzy drink 
made from fermenting tea leaves and a type of bacteria and yeast combination known 
as a SCOBY, which is an acronym for Symbiotic Colony of Bacteria and Yeast. 
Kombucha is a lower calorie drink than soda, beer, and wine and can be quite 
refreshing. This drink and other fermented foods will add pizazz to picnics and 
barbeques with friends and family during the summer months.   
 
Before you begin to pickle or ferment in your home kitchen be sure to follow a 
scientifically tested recipe exactly.  Some sources for recipes are the National Center 
for Home Preservation and the Ball Blue Book Guide to Preserving.  It is also 
important to have the proper ingredients, such as fresh, firm unblemished fruit and 
vegetables, pickling salt, a vinegar with 5% acidity, granulated and brown sugar and 
soft or distilled water. Following a scientifically tested recipe and using the correct 
ingredients ensures a successful and safe product. After using one of the preservation 
techniques, your fermented food can be canned in a water bath canner to achieve a 
shelf stable product or it can be simply kept in the refrigerator. 
 
Want to learn more about fermentation and how to make sauerkraut and kombucha 
at home? Have you tried making fermented foods at home and wondered whether 
certain “scums” and funky smells are foods going bad or just science at work? 
Register for our upcoming workshop on April 22nd. It will be held in the UCCE 
Auditorium adjacent to the parking lot at 2156 Sierra Way, San Luis Obispo. There 
will be a $5.00 charge to cover class supplies and you must register at 
http://ucanr.edu/fermentation as space is limited. If you have any questions 
regarding the class or general preserving questions, please call the UCCE Master Food 
Preserver Helpline at (805) 781-1429 and leave a message or email the UCCE Master 
Food Preservers at slomfp@ucanr.edu.  
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