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PRAISE FOR WILDCRAFTED VINEGARS

“Pascal Baudar has long served as an inspiration to me as both a forager and a fermenter. With Wildcrafted Vinegars, he once again delivers on the promise of bringing the outdoors inside. On its surface, this book is a fantastic guide to crafting a whole pantry’s worth of staple vinegars and condiments to ameliorate your cooking, but at its core, it’s a practical call to action through recipes that turn you into an agent of ecological remediation, wherever you might live. A must-have for any avid fermenter!”

—David Zilber, chef and food scientist; coauthor of the New York Times bestseller The Noma Guide to Fermentation

“From apple scraps to mugwort to bountiful berries, Baudar brings vinegar-making past the boundaries of our ordinary home pantries and out into the great wide open. Anything is a possible flavoring here, be it roots, herbs, or stems. As with his other books, Baudar once again enlightens us to the fact that flavor is found from the forest floor to the tips of the trees, and even takes inspiration from humdrum supermarket shelves to make vinegars that shine.”

—Michael Harlan Turkell, award-winning food photographer, author of Acid Trip: Travels in the World of Vinegar

“Pascal Baudar continues to lead his readers down a path that connects them to their landscapes, whether urban or wild, through culinary exploration—this time through the power of sour. Wildcrafted Vinegars is a visually striking invitation to explore flavorful condiments, preserves, and quick pickles from unexpected and often overlooked seeds and ‘weeds.’”

—Kirsten K. Shockey, author of Homebrewed Vinegar, Fermented Vegetables, and other fermentation titles

“Wildcrafted Vinegars is another outstanding fermentation guide from Pascal Baudar. With wonderful clarity and a variety of flexible approaches, Pascal simultaneously demystifies the vinegar-making process and inspires the imagination with its infinite possibilities.”

—Sandor Ellix Katz, fermentation revivalist, author of The Art of Fermentation

“Baudar’s approaches to vinegar making are serious and whimsical at the same time. A true pioneer in the world of fermentation, he is pushing the boundaries on our future food production, while illuminating the past and the very origins of one of the most important products in human history. The wealth of ideas and information contained in Wildcrafted Vinegars cannot be overstated, and this book has a place in every kitchen.”

—Harry Rosenblum, author of Vinegar Revival

“Pascal Baudar has once again tapped into the spirit of the forest and open spaces in this paean to all things pungent. A love letter to Acetobacter in the wild, it will have you thinking about vinegar in a whole new light—not only as essential in the kitchen but really quite easy to make yourself, too.”

—Ken Albala, professor of history, University of the Pacific

“Having closely followed the musings and teachings of Mr. Baudar through his previous works, I have found that his creations emanate from an uncommon combination of scientific experimentation and culinary curiosity, always showing great reverence for traditional foodways.

“In this fun book, Baudar, with his playful spirit of adventure, brings us on yet another creative quest that appeals to both the chef and forager in all of us.

“While drawing us into the rarified ancient world of fermentations and Acetobacter (the ‘mothers’ of vinegar), Baudar also keeps one foot firmly planted in the reality of our modern world’s fragile ecology. A few pages of this book could serve as the most practical guide to vinegar production (including the use of fruit flies to initiate a wild fermentation!), but the remaining pages serve as an invaluable compendium of wild food flavors and recipes.

“This book will be a fixture on my kitchen bookshelf where rainy-day culinary projects begin.”

—Evan Mallett, chef/owner, Black Trumpet Bistro; author of Black Trumpet

“Pascal Baudar, long-time wild food forager extraordinaire and vinegar savant, has created a book that will revolutionize the vinegar world. Wildcrafted Vinegars is an acetic A–Z of fermentation advice and lore, beautifully illustrated with his helpful photographs, to guide you to new levels of culinary experimentation. As a fellow vinegar maker and lover, it left me totally in awe of his expertise and passion . . .”

—Andy Harris, CVO (chief vinegar officer), Vinegar Shed
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INTRODUCTION

Why Vinegars?


After I finished writing my last book, Wildcrafted Fermentation, I had another book idea in mind. I had just purchased an RV with the intention of expanding my horizons by traveling across North America and connecting with like-minded people.

The concept for that next book was to look at environmental issues and explore the possibility of a wildcrafted cuisine that would be beneficial, not just sustainable, for the environment. Sounds incredible, but it’s actually quite possible.

In Los Angeles, where I lived at the time, I was surrounded by a huge quantity of wild edibles that are considered invasive or non-native, so much so that our local hills turn completely yellow around April due to the large amount of flowering Mediterranean mustard (Hirschfeldia incana) and black mustard (Brassica nigra).

The number of wild edibles was quite mind-boggling! We’re talking about more than 8 varieties of wild mustards, dandelion (Taraxacum officinale), common stinging nettle (Urtica dioica), chickweed (Stellaria media), wild radish (Raphanus raphanistrum), curly dock (Rumex crispus), watercress (Nasturtium officinale), wild chervil (Anthriscus sylvestris), and countless others.

Quite a few of these plants are cultivated in some countries, but locally they are simply viewed as unwanted and non-native, and sometimes labeled invasive. There are no positive solutions to deal with the “problem”—it’s either chemicals and herbicides or what is called “habitat restoration,” whereby plants are uprooted and then thrown away.

I know it’s not even a blip on the radar of environmentalists or city administrators, but from my perspective, one of the biggest food wastes in the Los Angeles area is the nonuse of those edible, unwanted plants that cover the local hills and vast fields surrounding the city. This waste is sad to contemplate given that we also have a large number of people who cannot afford nutritious and organic food.

So, from my perspective, the concept for this new book was to look for positive solutions to environmental challenges rather than negative ones. How can we create a nourishing cuisine that has a positive impact on both the environment and our own health? I think it’s a dialogue worth having. I always say that my job is to plant seeds in people’s heads.

But why am I talking about all of this in a book about vinegar?

Most people don’t realize it, but if you intend to make wild food a substantial part of your diet or want to create interesting dishes all year long, then wildcrafting is all about food preservation. The use of natural methods to preserve wild edibles and rediscover long-lost flavors is crucial, and, as foragers, we are the keepers of culinary traditions that are slowly disappearing. One such method—fermentation—has been a centerpiece of my previous books. The Wildcrafting Brewer is about alcoholic fermentation, which involves the breakdown of sugars by yeasts. In Wildcrafted Fermentation, the focus shifts to lacto-fermentation, or the breakdown of sugars by bacteria that produce lactic acid. Vinegar is created by a third form of fermentation, acetic fermentation, which occurs when Acetobacter bacteria convert alcohols into acetic acid, or vinegar.

I realized I just could not avoid writing this book—about the missing fermentation form—before going on to the next. Vinegar is essential to wildcrafting, and Acetobacter, such as lactobacteria or wild yeast, can be found in your environment. If you know how to make your own vinegars, you can do much more than just preserve the harvest; you can also create an incredible array of tasty side dishes, condiments, and even drinks featuring truly local flavors.


Preserving the Harvest, Preserving Knowledge

With the convenience of supermarkets and easy access to farmed ingredients, it’s easy to forget that food preservation is at the heart of much of the food we eat. Look at the grocery bags of the average consumer—the vast majority of the contents are preserved goods such as sodas, pasta, beer, wine, chips, cold-stored fish or meat, frozen food, cheeses, canned soups, condiments like hot sauce or mustard, and so on.

It’s no different with wild food; thus, the basics of food preservation and how to apply it to wild edibles should be high on the list of “know-how” for any forager.

The sad part is, basic food preservation techniques are not taught anymore and the knowledge is lost for the average person. I remember giving a class to around 30 students at Santa Monica College a couple of years ago. I asked if anyone in the class knew about food preservation techniques. One student, of Korean descent, told me that she knew how to make kimchi. No one else had a clue.

I found it fascinating that here we had 30 students highly educated in all kinds of complicated subjects, but, aside from one person, no one knew the basics of preserving food.

If you think about it, it is completely backward. A few generations ago our ancestors knew how to preserve the harvest in all kinds of creative ways, but in the present time we rely on a food system all set up for us. Should the food system collapse, even the brightest minds would not know what to do.

To make it worse, look at all the unhealthy and processed food on the store shelves: overly sweet sodas, meat from animals raised in dubious conditions, vegetables sprayed with pesticides unless you pay a premium for organic ones, and excessive salt and various additives in preserved hams and cheeses. The last time I shopped, I checked the label of a cheese I purchased; I had no idea what 80 percent of the ingredients were. Wasn’t cheese once made of milk, cheese cultures, enzymes, and salt?

Unless you buy local food from sources you know, you are dealing with a capitalistic system based on mass consumption. Factors such as speed and profit are considered more important than consumers’ health.

I understand that a “system” had to be set in place to feed a growing population and ensure food safety. But, when looking at the CDC site in February 2022, they estimated that every year 1 in 6 Americans (or 48 million people) get sick from foodborne diseases, 128,000 are hospitalized, and 3,000 die.* You decide if you would call that a success.

It is becoming increasingly necessary to rely on our own knowledge for health and safety, as without it, we are slaves to a system. Our grocery stores may appear to offer the “freedom of choice,” but the system decides what is available for purchase and at what price. That’s why you can find only 5 types of potatoes in the store while over 4,000 varieties exist in the world. As for vinegars, you’re pretty much stuck with 5 or 6 types, including the cheap balsamic imitation made with regular vinegar, sweetener, and colorants. Good luck trying to find blackberry or elderberry wine vinegar on a shelf.

But let’s forget the doomsday scenario. For a wildcrafter, traditional food preservation expands the possibilities for the creation of healthy and flavorful dishes. It also allows you yearlong enjoyment of the harvest collected during times of plenty, which is usually only a few months of the year.
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In Los Angeles, the local wilderness turns into a desert during the summer; thus, my main harvest time is from December to June. Meanwhile, most northern states have little to forage but snow during the winter.

Foraging is not like going to the supermarket, where you’ll find tomatoes and other vegetables all year long. Food in nature will be available only for a couple of months (or less) and often goes through different phases, during which different parts of the plant become available as food. I’ll forage delicious black mustard sprouts in late winter or early spring. Then, as time passes, I’ll collect the black mustard leaves, stems, roots, flowers, and finally seeds. Each ingredient can be preserved in a different way. For example, the leaves and roots can be fermented, stems pickled in vinegar, and seeds dehydrated to make a sort of Dijon mustard condiment later. Such a process is true of most wild food.

Food preservation allows you to create extraordinary flavors and preserves that can become gourmet food in their own right. In some cultures, side dishes are often the most important element of daily food consumption (banchan in Korea, for example, or tsukemono in Japan).

In Belgium, where I grew up, gourmet preserves showed up as appetizers or finger foods during special celebrations such as weddings and holidays. Most of these preserves—smoked salmon, scrumptious pâtés, pickled onions and cornichons (mini gherkin cucumbers), caviar, and so on—are rooted in traditional food preservation techniques.

Countless cultures recognize the importance of savory preserves, and a feast is often defined by the multitude of side dishes. Spain is the land of tapas; and in China and Lebanon, meals usually consist of one main dish and many other small dishes laid out across the table.

Unlike store-bought foodstuff, true traditional preserves are often alive, and therefore a good source of probiotics. We’re talking fermented vegetables, pickles made from raw homemade vinegars, olives cured without the need for lye, artisan cheeses made with natural cultures, homemade beers and wines brewed with wild yeast, and much more!

If you want to explore a cuisine based on your environment and share it with others, the ability to create your own vinegars using local ingredients is vital.

When I was giving my plant walks before the 2020 pandemic, we would always enjoy a large feast at the end of each class featuring the plants we saw during the walk. Probably an average of 10 to 15 flavorful dishes and drinks were available for each participant to taste and enjoy. For most of the dishes, I combined traditional food preservation techniques with fresh wild ingredients.

Without homemade vinegars, I would have never been able to investigate my local flavors so deeply to create condiments and dishes that could not be purchased at the supermarket—wild mustard seeds pickled in white elderberry wine vinegar, feral olives cured with prickly pear vinegar, oyster mushrooms (Pleurotus ostreatus) preserved in a beer vinegar made with traditional bitter herbs collected from the same forest, and so many others!

I hope this book will provide you with ideas and inspiration to explore the infinite culinary possibilities of your own unique environment.



How to Use This Book

This book is about creating homemade vinegars using wildcrafted or store-bought ingredients. You will also find recipes for flavoring vinegars; creating drinks, sauces, and quick pickles; and more.

I use very traditional and simple methods to create my vinegars—the equipment necessary to make them is commonly available. You probably have them in your kitchen already. So there’s no need to order special tools. This is pretty much the way vinegars have been made for centuries. There are other ways to make vinegars using a more modern approach and tools that can speed up the process, but I choose to let the flavors develop just like nature intended.

A lot of the plants, fruits, and berries used in the recipes in this book, with a few exceptions, can be found all over North America and Europe. A lot of them are also considered non-native and often invasive. It is totally possible to create a cuisine based on traditional preservation techniques that is beneficial for the environment, and vinegar making can be an integral part of the process.

As with all of my books, think of the recipes as ideas and concepts that you can apply to your own local flora.

Have fun and create!



On Picking Wild Plants, or Foraging

Like many of our human activities, foraging can be done for good or evil; it can help the environment or intensify sustainability issues. Over the years I’ve learned to streamline my activities so as to minimize my impact on nature. It’s been a learning curve with trials and errors, but these days I actually think foraging can be done in such a way that allows you to help your local environment. This is accomplished by removing non-native plants (pretty much 90 percent of what I pick) and by sustainably harvesting or growing the native plants you need. As far as I can remember, I pretty much replanted all the native plants I used for recipes in this book, in much larger quantities than I’ll ever use, mostly on private lands owned by friends.

You don’t need to be a fanatic tree hugger to see that our planet faces real problems such as pollution, climate change (natural or not), human expansion, loss of natural habitat, species extinction, and the like. We absolutely need to be part of the solution, and this responsibility even applies to the simple act of picking wild plants. We must make sure that our picking wild plants for food, drinks, or medicine is done carefully, with environmental health and integrity in mind.

Picking plants and berries for food or making drinks can connect us back to nature: It is a sacred link that, as a species, we all share. We are here because our ancestors had a very intimate relationship with nature, knew which plants to use for food or medicine, and in many instances knew how to sustainably interact with their wild environment. No matter where we live, whether we recognize it or not, it’s part of our cultural DNA.

I personally don’t think the impulse to protect nature at all costs with a look-don’t-touch mentality will work. Growing up in Belgium, I came by my love for nature through a deep interaction with my wild surroundings. If you truly love something, you will take care of it and make sure it is still there for generations to come.

When I was a kid, raising animals, growing food in our garden, and picking wild berries, nuts, and plants weren’t considered weird or special activities; they were a normal part of life. Elders would pass their knowledge on to the next generation. In many modernized countries, this cycle of transferring knowledge has been lost. Very valuable and nutritious foods such as dandelion, mallow, and other plants are looked upon as “weeds,” and TV commercials gladly promote the use of toxic chemicals to destroy them. The people I’ve seen trashing the wilderness are the product of our current society. If you don’t know or understand the value of something, you simply won’t care for it.

So do it the right way! Respect the environment, learn which plants are rare or illegal to pick, don’t forage plants in protected areas (natural preserves and the like), work with native plant nurseries, and educate yourself on how to grow native plants and remove non-natives.

If you take from nature, work with her and make sure you always plant more than you’ll ever take. That way future generations will have the same creative opportunities you presently have—or more.



* Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Fast Facts about Food Poisoning,” last updated May 11, 2021, cdc.gov/foodsafety/food-poisoning.html.
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CHAPTER 1

Vinegar Basics:
Making Vinegars at Home


We’ll probably never find out exactly when vinegar was “discovered.” While its true origins will likely remain lost in prehistory, I think vinegar probably appeared in various parts of the world independently based on the research I did on ancestral alcoholic beverages for The Wildcrafting Brewer.

The histories of alcohol and vinegar are tightly bound together. In my fertile imagination, I can see how some of those old prehistoric shamanic brews fermented with wild yeast, local honey, berries, and plants would have eventually turned into vinegar as part of a natural process. The bacteria responsible for turning alcohol to vinegar (Acetobacter) are usually part of the same microbiome as the wild yeasts that convert sugars to alcohol. Once the wild yeasts do their work, the Acetobacter take over and perform the second conversion.

Nevertheless, the first known mention of vinegar making and its uses appears in ancient Babylonian scrolls from around 5000 BC, which is quite early in recorded history. At that time, vinegar was made from beverages such as fig or date wines and all-grain beers. The next discovery of vinegar in the historical record came when traces of vinegar were found in 3,000-year-old Egyptian urns.

From that point on, which we know thanks to the evidence found in written documents, vinegar was quite popular. It was most commonly consumed as a beverage, but it was also used as a food preservative and for its medicinal properties. One of the main drinks in ancient Greece, called oxycrate, was made by combining vinegar with water and honey. It’s very similar to what we call a shrub in modern times. The Romans had their own vinegar-based drink, called posca, which was composed of red wine vinegar, water, spices, and honey.

But the golden age of vinegar came in the late Middle Ages with the worldwide advent of an active maritime and land-based commercial trade. Vinegar developed into an important commodity, used to preserve foodstuff, create drinks, make condiments and sauces, and more. The French town of Orléans became known as an important production center, and their vinegar-making method was a standard for several centuries.

The fermentation process behind the production of vinegar was never truly understood until 1864, when Louis Pasteur discovered that Acetobacter bacteria were responsible for the conversion of alcohol to acetic acid.

Armed with that knowledge, nineteenth- and particularly twentieth-century experimenters developed new methods to accelerate the fermentation process. This was accomplished primarily by increasing the amount of oxygen and the speed at which it was supplied to the bacteria.

Today, instead of taking weeks to produce, vinegar can be made within a couple of days thanks to technology. Those are the vinegars you will find in the supermarket.

But, interestingly enough, many high-quality vinegars are still made in the good old ways—by allowing time for the natural fermentation process to slowly transform the alcoholic beverage into a savory acidic liquid, which is sometimes aged in wooden barrels for years before consumption. This book is based on that philosophy of letting Mother Nature do her magical work and, in the end, enjoying her delicious creation.


Wildcrafted Vinegars

When I was working on The Wildcrafting Brewer, which is about brewing and fermenting with wild yeast, one of my biggest discoveries was this: In our modern world, we really like to complicate things.

If you think about it, beer originated from the simple concept of boiling bitter herbs (mugwort [Artemisia douglasiana], yarrow [Achillea millefolium], hops, and so forth) with a source of sugar (malted grains). The mixture was then cooled down and fermented with the available wild yeast found in nature, then enjoyed.

Looking back in time, many of those old fermented beverages didn’t fit specific categories or labels such as beer, wine, mead, and so on. People created boozy, tasty drinks with whatever their environment provided, mixing various sources of sugar if necessary. But nowadays, most of our alcoholic beverages are neatly categorized.

The advantage of categories is that you can create and enforce rules on how beverages of a certain category must be produced, require that ingredients be purchased from specific sources (the church or state in the old days), put together precise “scientific methods” and a whole education system required to learn them, sell expensive equipment, and tax the final product, too. Lots of money is involved when things are made more complex.

Humans are very good at “improving” nature; we like to be in charge and control things. And when we’re done perfecting the process to our liking, we look back at how things were done in the past and call it primitive, imperfect, archaic, insisting that what we do now is so much better because we control every part of the process.

During my research I read a book about commercial vinegar production, and right there in the beginning the authors mentioned the “inferior product” of homemade vinegars created using simple methods. It wasn’t a bad book—there was a lot of interesting and solid information in it—but the manufacturing process described was very controlled and scientific. It required all sorts of equipment to achieve modern “perfection” and, per the authors, “superior flavors.”

I know, I know . . . I’m ranting a little bit. Maybe I’m getting cranky as I get older.

If you think about it, it’s all just perspective. There is really nothing wrong with taking a modern approach to producing something. In the commercial setting it’s often necessary to have a tightly controlled production system so you can create a product (beer, wine, vinegar) with a specific, consistent flavor. And for good reasons! You probably would not like taste variations in your favorite beer or wine.

But I think there is a bit of arrogance in the assumption that, without tight supervision and control, we will achieve an inferior product, as though nature isn’t capable of producing something decent without our input.

You’ll find a similar attitude with cheese production. A lot of the cheeses available on the shelves in North American supermarkets are quite “civilized” compared to homemade or artisanal cheeses. Growing up in Belgium, I remember that some of our artisan cheeses had very complex flavors and pungency. Some of these cheeses could even be described as having barnyard qualities. They’re probably illegal to import to the United States!

And so, I’ll happily disagree with some vinegar “experts” who think that strict control and modern methods are the way to go. In fact, I view some imperfections as desirable qualities in many of my wilder acidic creations.

I prefer to work with nature instead of controlling it. With wildcrafted vinegars, we go back in time to rediscover the long-lost flavors of simply-made vinegars. Imperfect as they may be from a modern perspective, they are beautiful and delicious in their own right. We become natural alchemists, working with nature instead of trying to control it.

In nature, things are constantly changing. A mugwort beer made in spring will taste different than one made in fall. Nature is unpredictable. You can embrace that fact and work with it. It’s like dancing with someone—it’s about teamwork, knowing when to let go and when to lead. There are elements in natural processes that can’t be found in scientific methods, such as understanding how the seasons and the land can affect flavors and gaining personal intuition from having a special connection with the environment.

And finally, the beauty of wildcrafted vinegars is in the infinite array of possible creations, each of which will be unique and a true representation of your terroir. For example, you can turn your elderberry wine into vinegar, then infuse that vinegar with dehydrated elderberries, doubling the flavor. You can’t buy something like that at the store.

Join the dark side and begin your adventure with wild, untamed, uncivilized, and superb flavors.



Making Vinegar from Scratch

When I started looking at traditional food preservation techniques, which was before the internet and search engines were popular, making your own vinegar at home was a big mystery. It seemed that you had to have special connections to people who had some sort of bacteria culture they called a mother, and those people were probably part of a shady, cultish fermentation society that kept its location and practice a secret.

This must have been the case, as I could not find anyone around me with information, and so I kept buying vinegar from the grocery store. It wasn’t until I started making my own wines and beers that I finally understood that fermentation was a simple, natural process. Well, sort of . . .

I had a friend who gifted me some elderberry wine every year, and it would always turn into vinegar within a couple of weeks. It was a big mystery to me until I found out that she had little to no experience in making alcoholic drinks and would simply pour the juice in a large bottle to ferment, leaving the bottle open and unprotected (no airlock or cork). It’s fine to do this if you intend to drink the wine quite young, but not if you intend to age it.

One by-product of her open fermentation was found at the bottom of the bottles. I always discovered a decent number of dead fruit flies there, which was kind of gross, but it also made sense: The flies were attracted by the fermenting wine, and I assume that some of them were victims of accidental drowning after a night of heavy drinking.

Seriously, though, it took me a while to figure it out. But right there were two keys for her successful, albeit unintentional, artisanal vinegar-making operation. The first key was the fact that her elderberry wine fermentation was made from raw juice (European method), meaning there was wild yeast present on the berries. You’ll recall that Acetobacter, the bacteria responsible for making vinegar, is normally part of the same microbiome as wild yeast.

Due to her lack of experience, she also didn’t use enough sugar to end up with a very alcoholic drink, which was perfect for vinegar making.

The second key was revealed to me by accident while I was researching ancestral alcoholic fermentation. I found out that fruit flies (Drosophila melanogaster) were also called vinegar flies—not just because they are attracted to vinegar and alcohol but because they often have Acetobacter as part of their gut microbiota and on their body. That was my eureka moment. In essence, the accidental addition of fruit flies helped the vinegar-making process along.

Don’t laugh! My first vinegar mother (a jellylike substance that forms at the top of the alcoholic beverage) was made by infecting some of my mugwort beer with fruit flies. I kept the method ultra-simple: I left a jar of beer outside, and in the warm Southern California weather, I had a fruit fly pool party going on within 30 minutes. An hour later I placed the lid on top, screwed it on quickly, then shook the jar a bit and ended up with around 20 fruit flies in the brew.

In a few hours, once the flies had sunk to the bottom of the jar, I unscrewed the lid and secured a clean paper towel over the top with a rubber band, as the vinegar-making process needs oxygen. A week later my brew started to smell slightly like vinegar, and within 4 to 5 weeks I had a beautiful vinegar mother on top.

I experimented much more with this method, which I explain later in this chapter (see Method 3: Fruit Fly Vinegar). Gross or not, it works quite well. I didn’t want to include that specific vinegar in any culinary creations due to the dead flies inside, but I used the mother vinegar as a culture starter to “infect” some of my other fermented beverages and turn them into vinegar. To this date, I still have some vinegars made with that original mother.

But I’m already going too fast here. Let’s slow down and look at the fundamentals first, so we understand what we’re dealing with.



What Is Vinegar?

The answer is super simple: It’s just water and acetic acid.

It’s a natural step in “wild” fermentation. Vinegar is the theoretical end result whether you do a raw fermentation—such as with the example of my elderberry wine, where wild yeast and Acetobacter are present on the fruit—or you create a wild yeast starter and use it to ferment your wine, beer, mead, or similar alcoholic beverage (see Making a Wild Yeast Starter).

Does this conversion of alcohol into vinegar occur all the time? It really depends on several main conditions. You need these 3 factors present to make vinegar:


	The alcoholic liquid should have access to air. Acetobacter thrive in oxygen-rich environments, so a closed container such as a corked bottle is not conducive to vinegar production.

	The temperature in the environment where the vinegar is made should be around 70 to 95°F (21–35°C). The ideal temperature for bacteria growth is between 77 and 85°F (25–30°C). A vinegar fermentation usually takes 3 to 4 weeks at a temperature of around 80°F (26°C).

	For home production, the alcoholic content of the beverage you’re fermenting is best between 5 and 9 percent.



These variables explain why many wild alcoholic ferments don’t turn into vinegar over time, which I guess is a good thing if you didn’t want to make vinegar in the first place.

With all 3 factors present, you can take several approaches to start making your own vinegar. I always tell my students that their first goal should be to have an active homemade culture; from that foundation, it’s much easier to create more vinegar.

An active culture is a raw, unpasteurized vinegar with a mother or live vinegar bacteria (Acetobacter) in it. A vinegar mother is a by-product of the fermentation process. A mother is composed mostly of cellulose and bacteria, and the presence of this by-product is a good indication that




	Introduce the culture from a friend or a commercial source.

	Create a culture as a natural evolution of the fermentation process.

	Introduce Acetobacter into the alcoholic beverage through a natural source.









METHOD 1: USING UNPASTEURIZED VINEGAR AS A STARTER
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	2 cups (480 ml) wine (12 percent alcohol)

	1 cup water (240 ml)

	Around ¾ cup (180 ml) raw vinegar or more (1 cup [240 ml] would work, too)





White Wine and Sparkling Wine







METHOD 2: RAW FERMENTATION:
APPLE SCRAPS VINEGAR









	11 ounces (308 g) apple scraps or chopped apples

	2 ounces (56 ml) maple syrup or honey or ¼ cup (50 g) sugar

	2 cups (480 ml) water

	2 mugwort leaves for flavoring (optional)

	1 sprig of black sage (Salvia mellifera) for flavoring (optional)
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Open Fermentation








Anaerobic Alcoholic Fermentation
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METHOD 3: FRUIT FLY VINEGAR
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Fruit Fly Infection










The Mother of Vinegar






Storing Your Mother of Vinegar
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The Beauty of Wild Mothers
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Storing Your Vinegar








	Store it in a proper container. Don’t use anything made of copper, brass, iron, and the like, as they will corrode. When I participated in the Master Food Preserver classes through the University of California extension programs, we were told that glass, plastic, wood, enamel, or stainless-steel containers could be used for making or storing vinegar. My humble opinion is that it’s best to stick with glass containers.

	For longer shelf life, fill the bottle as much as possible to remove excess oxygen. Close the lid tightly and avoid opening unnecessarily.

	Store your containers in a somewhat cool and dark place. As my climate is quite hot, I store my herb- and fruit-infused vinegars in the fridge.

	While it is true that properly stored vinegar will last indefinitely, not all experts agree. Some argue that, for optimum flavors, homemade vinegars should be consumed within 2 to 3 years. Some even go lower (6 months). I think 2 to 3 years is a good rule.




USING YOUR HOMEMADE VINEGAR STARTER



Ingredients for a 1-quart jar (1 L)


	1½ cups (360 ml) wine

	1½ cups (360 ml) water

	¾ cup (180 ml) mother and live vinegar



Procedure


	Purchase a bottle of red wine. I usually don’t buy an expensive wine to make vinegar, but it’s really up to you. You can also use a homemade wine.

	Look at the label to determine the wine’s alcohol by volume (ABV). You will need to dilute your wine so it is between 3 and 9 percent alcohol, as described in the following steps.

	Let’s say you are using a wine that is 13 percent alcohol, for example. Pour 1½ cups (360 ml) of that wine into a quart (1 L) jar.

	Add 1½ cups (360 ml) water to the wine so the resulting liquid is diluted by 50 percent and has an alcoholic content of 6.5 percent. At this point your jar will be three-quarters full. The remaining space will be for your starter.

	Get a fresh mother of vinegar from another jar or a mother that has been preserved.

	Add the mother of vinegar to your new jar. There is no real rule as to how much mother you should use. If I want to make a bunch of vinegars from some of my wildcrafted wines or beers and I have a limited number of mothers, I may cut them in two or three pieces.

	Pour some of the live vinegar from your starter jar into the new jar of diluted red wine. As for the amount of live vinegar, I tend to add around 20 percent of the diluted wine volume, about ⅔ cup (144 ml) in this case.

	Place a clean dish towel or paper towel on top and secure it with a rubber band, string, or lid band.

	At around 6 weeks, strain and store the mother, which can be used as a future starter. Then bottle the vinegar.
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Pasteurizing Your Vinegar
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Determining Acidity






















Making Vinegar in a Barrel
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Nail Polish Smell













Continuous Fermentation
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Vinegar Eels
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