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For Stewart Dodd: always inspiring and encouraging.

There are not more than five musical notes, yet the combinations of these gives rise to more melodies than can ever be heard.

There are not more than five primary colours, yet in combination they produce more hues than can ever been seen.

There are not more than five cardinal tastes, yet combinations of them yield more flavours than can ever be tasted.

— Sun Tzu, ancient Chinese philosopher
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Introduction

Ferments shape my memories and frame my year. The pages of this book are like a journal, told through moments captured in jars, each connected to special people and places. With this book, my goal is to provide guidance for you to create your own fermentation year, a delicious diary of things you might have gathered, grown or procured in a place that is meaningful to you, or made with a significant other.

I make some ferments without fail every year. They’ve become rituals, which remind me of time’s circular pattern. Every time I pop open a jar of one of these totems, they bring me back to a new beginning.

Some ferments, such as preserved lemons, remind me of my mother, because we made them together. Even though she’s no longer here, the memory of our shared moment reconnects me to her. And when chilli season rolls around, I’m instantly brought back to my granddad’s table. He always had a jar of homemade home-grown fermented chillies next to his messy stack of papers. Nearby, there was always a bowl of pickled beetroot made by my granny. Some of these recipes are in my DNA; I’m pretty sure that you also (even if you don’t know it) have a fermented family history.

Fermenting food, like foraging, sparks a primitive connection to nature, a direct relationship between humans and the land, such as is explored in one of my favourite books, Growth of the Soil, by Knut Hamsun. We see more and taste more. In many ways, fermenting makes us more human; we are, after all, mostly bacteria. Increasing the diversity of our beneficial microbes makes us feel more alive; celebrating seasons by fermenting food can have a transformative effect on our health. In Sweden, the word for food – livsmedel – literally translates to ‘means of living’. These etymological links were once more obvious.

These days, we’re less in tune with nature’s abundance. You can import Chinese leaf from anywhere at any time of year, but when you make kimchi with produce springing from local ground, you’re harnessing the richest possible array of nutrients, microbes and flavour. Embrace what’s around you, latch on to the Japanese zero-waste philosophy of ichibutsu zentai, bundle treasures into a jar, share them with loved ones, and your life and health will be richer for it.


Getting lost in the poetic narrative of Isabella Tree’s documentary Wilding opened my eyes to how modern farming has affected our ecology, both external and internal. The film shows how it damages our landscape, allowing pests and invasive species to overtake the beneficial and the native. A simple approach of going back to basics transformed Tree’s land in a relatively short time. My favourite moment is when ragwort starts to creep across the landscape and they think their experiment has failed… but then an army of cinnabar moth caterpillars appears to tackle the problem. It’s a poignant echo of how we can help our internal ecosystem, if we only nurture it.

Nearly 20 years ago, I had my own microbiome rewilding epiphany. After having my son, I felt utterly depleted, which I knew was deeper than sleep deprivation. My gut instincts were correct; after testing, my microbiome – those trillions of organisms that live in the colon – revealed itself as a wasteland. I wasn’t surprised. I grew up in Texas, eating ultra-processed foods and being given a lot of antibiotics, though I never remember being that sick. A cough or sneeze was enough to trigger a dose and no probiotics were offered afterwards.

The solution was to rewild my microbiome. I cut all sugars from my diet, including fruit and grains, especially refined starches. After that first tough six weeks, fermented foods were prescribed, starting with goat kefir, as goat’s milk is easier to digest and most kefir contains 28 different strains of good bacteria, nearly double that of most other ferments. It worked. My microbiome diversity score jumped and my energy levels with it. My aching joints vanished. Everyone’s body is unique and there’s no one-size-fits-all solution, but my recipes – and my tips, below – will steer you in the right direction.

We now readily eat food wrapped in plastic, grown using chemicals so potent that workers wear a full hazmat suit to apply them. Set those supermarket offerings next to the homemade sauerkraut my granny used to make – something so pure – and you start to see a problem. A worrying number of scientific studies document damage to the microbiome due to pesticides in food. Naturally, the bowel is among the first organs to come in contact with them; exposure to pesticides has been shown to disrupt and decrease gut microflora and beneficial bacteria, which can then impact our nervous, endocrine and immune systems. But organic produce can help boost beneficial bacteria in the gut. Studies show that organic apples, for instance, harbour a more diverse and balanced bacterial community than non-organic fruits.


Interestingly, one of the major insights to surface from the Human Microbiome Project – launched in 2007 in the United States – is the link between gut health and soil health. It makes sense: to create a flourishing microbiome, we must nurture the land that feeds our food.

Leafy greens, such as spinach or kale, are excellent sources of fibre, as well as nutrients such as folate, vitamin C, vitamin K and vitamin A. They also contain a specific type of sugar that helps fuel the growth of healthy gut bacteria. Herbs, spices and wild greens of all kinds are of particular benefit, so prioritise those. Organic sage, rosemary and thyme are often used to treat a gut dysbiosis (an imbalance in good versus bad bacteria). Garlic and spices, especially cloves, are potent dietary additions which help you achieve microbial balance. (See here for more on herbs and wild foods.)

Diversity is key. Try to get a wide variety of different fermented foods into your diet, as each has its own unique colonies of good bacteria. If you just focus on one thing, say kimchi or kombucha, you’re limiting the different beneficial strains you take in. Think of the bacteria as players in a football team: they all work together and, if you have too many in defence and not enough in attack, your team will lose.

There’s a particular fibre – prebiotic fibre – that feeds the gut’s beneficial microbes. Fibre is essential for a healthy gut, but only four per cent of us get the 25g daily dose recommended by the World Health Organisation. Fibre-rich foods include wholegrains, pulses and beans, nuts and seeds, vegetables and fruits, especially berries. Leave the skins on to increase the fibre, as well as the bacterial offering. I’ve ensured a rich smattering of prebiotic fibre-rich foods throughout the book, but at a glance, these foods are brilliant boosters:


	Alliums: garlic, onions, leeks and spring onions

	Sunflower, chia and flax seeds

	Globe and Jerusalem artichokes

	Dandelion greens and roots

	Seaweed

	Apples (skin on)

	Buckwheat, oats and barley



Finally, a healthy microbiome helps you sleep. Beneficial bacteria make neuroactive compounds, such as serotonin, which regulate sleep cycles, while lower levels of healthy microbes are linked to insomnia.




The Basics: How To Ferment Everything All Year Round
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Sauerkraut

Sauerkraut’s delicious and nutritionally superior transformation takes place in such a short time – courtesy of beneficial bacteria activated by the magic touch of the human hand massaging salt into cabbage – that it wins me over time and again. That, and the boundless seasonal flavour opportunities; together, they inspired this whole book. If you think of cabbage as a canvas – even though the most basic kraut keeps my tastebuds skipping – as the year cycles round, in spring you can add the first flush of wild garlic; in summer sun-kissed elderflower with slivers of outdoor rhubarb; in autumn elderberries mingled with wild blackberries and fennel pollen; in winter sweet root vegetables and spices. Every bite an ode to the season; a captured moment in time.

The art of making sauerkraut is also a joy. It’s so easy. Getting your hands into a bowl to empower salt to draw out all those cabbagey juices is the full extent of the exertion. I love seeing how happy people are when they get stuck in. It’s so satisfying to use your hands to make something, even better if you can eat it later! I agree with the philosopher Matthew Crawford, who, in his book The case for working with your hands, argues that it is beneficial for mental health.

If you’ve never made sauerkraut, there’s no time like the present! Even if you don’t have a cabbage, as long as you have some sort of veg, salt and a lidded jar, you can get started. I hope to inspire you to create new delicious combinations, too. I could literally write volumes filled with different flavours; it was tricky to narrow down which to include in this book!


Science Inside The Jar

There are three successive stages to the fermentation process for sauerkraut, as well as for kimchi and fermented pickles and sauces. All of them are referred to as ‘lacto ferments’ because they’re rich in lactic acid bacteria (LAB). Understanding the process will guide you about when you feel happiest to tuck into your jars. Wait two weeks after making and fermenting at room temperature and you’ll be reaching a peak of microbial activity, but so long as the pH has dropped below 4.1 (test using a pH meter, which you can buy online), the ferment will happily keep at room temperature for up to a year, or until you open it.


Stage 1 · Days 0–2

As soon as you pack your salted veg and any flavourings into a jar, the bacteria and yeast begin to feast on all the natural sugars. The combination of salt and a lack of oxygen kickstarts the process and is an optimal environment for LAB. (Harmful bacteria are not salt tolerant and they also prefer oxygen.) As they feast, LAB create carbon dioxide in the form of gassy bubbles, which is them effectively burping and farting as they process hard-to-digest sugars and starches that would otherwise tax our digestive systems.



Stage 2 · Days 2–5

Lueconostoc bacteria start to produce both lactic acid and acetic acid, which rapidly reduce the pH level of the sauerkraut, so no bad bacteria, if present, can survive. Beneficial bacteria thrive and multiply. They produce more carbon dioxide, which stimulates more beneficial bacteria growth.



Stage 3 · Days 5–14

The new environment attracts good bacteria called lactobacillus, which help with digestion. Other beneficial bacteria develop too, such as Pediococcus pentosaceus, Lueconostoc mesenteroides and Weissella. This is the stage where vitamin C content also rises (by up to 50 per cent) and other minerals and nutrients increase while natural sugars in the veg decrease, improving digestive benefits.



Storage during fermentation

The ideal temperature for fermenting sauerkraut is 18–22°C, which is typically a comfortable room temperature. I don’t particularly monitor the temperature and you can often gauge fluctuations by observing your jars of newly packed kraut: if it’s warmer, they’ll bubble faster; if it’s cooler, activity will be slower. 

This means, in summer, the three stages of fermentation might complete faster than two weeks, and in winter, it might be worth leaving the jars a week or so longer.



Storage after two weeks

After two weeks, the messy, bubbly stage should taper off. Give your jars a clean and either tuck in, then store in the fridge, or continue to store at room temperature, in a cool place out of direct sunlight. I have a cool cupboard where I store ferments once they’ve stopped bubbling and have tucked in to jars that were up to a year old: completely safe to eat and utterly delicious.

Sauerkraut Basics
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[1] Reserve a few large cabbage leaves, or use fresh bay or other leaves.



[image: ]

[2] Finely shred the cabbage, or if using root veg, coarsely grate or thinly slice it.
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[3] Fruit can also be added, but no more than 25 per cent weight of fruit to veg. Herbs and/or spices are lovely additions, too.
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[4] Weigh all your prepared ingredients and add 2g sea salt for every 100g.Massage the salt in until everything is juicy.
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[5] Pack tightly into a clean jar, making sure there are no air bubbles.
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[6] Top with the reserved leaves. Make sure the brine comes right to the top. If not, add a good pinch of salt and fill with filtered water. Seal and ferment for two weeks.




The Sauerkraut Year




	Spring

	Wild Garlic and Asparagus Sauerkraut

Sea-Kissed Kraut




	Summer

	Elderflower and Rhubarb Sauerkraut

Courgette and Basil Kraut




	Autumn

	Autumn Hedgerow Kraut

Smoked Apple Kraut




	Winter

	Baltic Kraut Wedges

Sauer Roots








How to use sauerkraut in recipes

Sauerkraut Gnocchi

Brine Butter

Cultured Hummus

Rue de la Mare Salad

Sauerkraut Vinaigrette

Kraut Koftes

Sauerkraut Buttered Potatoes







Kimchi

This ferment is all about the season and the seasoning. What’s the difference between kimchi and sauerkraut? The answer is as deliciously complex as kimchi itself. There are more than 300 varieties, so there’s a lot of variation and, within that, some overlap with kraut.

The main difference is that kimchi is made with a spice paste, typically but not always involving chilli, ginger and garlic (the garlic makes it less acid than kraut). Fish, or something else rich in amino acids such as miso or seaweed, is present in many recipes. Typically, kimchi features larger pieces of veg than kraut. That said, there are sauerkrauts using whole heads of cabbage or large wedges, as well as kimchis with shredded veg. The types of cabbages traditionally used for kimchi and kraut also differ; in fact, for kimchi, cabbage isn’t an essential ingredient.

In Korea, every region and season inspires a unique kimchi incarnation, with classic recipes being led by traditional medicinal dictates. For instance, in the autumn and winter, glutinous rice powder is used to thicken the spice paste, adding nourishing starches. In summer, barley powder is used instead, as it is considered to cool the body. Summer kimchi contains less warming chilli, while cucumbers are also added for their cooling effect.

Kimchi is aged differently in each season, too. In winter, enough is made to last until spring: a classic ‘hungry gap’ preserve. In summer, it’s eaten soon after it’s fermented, due to the higher water content of warm weather produce and the faster fermentation that takes place in higher temperatures.

Tuning in to the seasonal ebbs and flows will help you evolve a cadence of kimchi-making of your own. You’ll soon be developing your own repertoire that celebrates the subtle shifts as we travel through the year.


Kimchi Paste


Essentials

I often refer to ginger, garlic and chilli as the ‘holy trinity’ of kimchi spices. That is, however, a simple (yet incredibly delicious and nutritious) approach. Traditional kimchi has more nuance and additional ingredients and it doesn’t always contain chilli (so, if you hate chilli, omit it).



Ginger 

A traditional staple, but again, you can happily leave it out. As a fun local seasonal swap, I use dried ground magnolia petals in summer (I dry the flowers in spring), as they taste like ground ginger. You can also use ground ginger itself in summer, as in Chinese medicine it is thought to have a cooling effect, whereas root ginger is harvested in autumn and has a warming effect: nature giving us what we need at the right time!



Garlic

This increases the abundance of bacteria which kickstart kimchi fermentation, but can inhibit other strains of bacteria and lead to less lactic acid developing. Garlic is also rich in natural sugars, as it has a high fructose level.



Chilli

Gochu is the classic chilli used in kimchi. When fresh, it looks a bit like a cayenne chilli but it’s fruitier, sweeter, with milder heat more akin to paprika. Gochugaru is made by drying whole gochu chillies and grinding them to a coarse powder, seeds included, which are said to help the spice paste stick to the veg. You can find gochu chilli seeds to grow and make your own gochugaru. You can also experiment with other chillies, such as the smoky Mexican chipotle or ancho. Interestingly, the capsaicin compound in chilli helps with kimchi shelf life, preventing the growth of kahm yeast, which is harmless but can lead to mould. It also sustains the acidity in the jar during long-term fermentation.



Kimchi Basics
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[1] Reserve a few large cabbage leaves, or use fresh bay or other leaves. Cut your veg into bite-sized pieces. Or, if using Chinese leaf, simply halve or quarter the cabbage. Cover in a four per cent brine, made by mixing 4g sea salt for every 100ml water. Soak for at least two or up to 12 hours.
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[2] Make a spice paste by blending chilli, ginger and garlic with fruit and/or onion. 
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[3] You can add fish sauce, miso, tamari or other umami-rich ingredients, sugar or honey and a starchy porridge made by cooking rice flour or other starches with water. Weigh the spice paste and add two per cent salt (2g salt for every 100g).
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[4] Drain the veg, but save the brine.
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[5] Mix the salted spice paste with the drained veg, packing it into all the nooks and crannies.
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[6] Pack into jars. Cap with the reserved leaves to cover and fill with the brine right to the top






Traditional Additions


Umami




Starch




Fruit




Onions




Sweet 








	
	





	
	



	
	



	
	



















Krautchi or Kimkraut




Creative Brines







Excess Brine




Leafy Caps
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