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We are so far removed from the natural world these days – from the fundamental, organic processes that govern living things – that fermenting can seem like an obscure mystery at best, a risky business at worst. It is not difficult to perceive it as an arcane art, somewhere between alchemy and high science, and not an activity for ‘normal’ people.

If that’s where you’re at, then this book makes a fantastic case for a new normal. Or rather, a very old normal. Because fermenting is one of the most ancient and most widely used food (and drink) preparation techniques there is. In cultures across the globe, in almost every kind of environment and climate, people have harnessed the power of natural fermentation in order to preserve and enhance their produce – to make it safer, more delicious, more nutritious.

Right now, home-fermenting couldn’t be more relevant or important. We stand at an intersection where new knowledge about our health, our society and our economy have combined to compel many of us to re-assess what and how we eat. A desire for the unrefined whole foods that are the key to our well-being, a growing understanding of the importance of gut health – crucially supported by ‘live’ fermented foods – and a renewed appreciation of the fragile nature of our food supply, all lead quite naturally to the idea of preparing and preserving fresh, seasonal ingredients at home.

I began my own fermenting journey several years ago, massaging sea salt into shredded white cabbage from my garden. In terms of smallholder pride, the resulting sauerkraut ranks right up there with the first egg from my own chickens. Now I am a fully paid-up convert, a bit of a fermenting geek (though not in the same league as the author of this book) and proud of it. I love the tangy, savoury flavours of fermented veg, the delicate fizz of kombucha, the wonderful texture and subtle piquancy of good sourdough bread.

But there is much more to my fermenting-fandom than mere taste. In recent years, I’ve seen how eating natural, whole and live foods can transform the profile of our gut bacteria – and how utterly vital those bacteria are to every aspect of our health. I eat and drink delicious fermented things daily, and I’m quite sure that my health is considerably better for it. In fact, fermented foods are now so central to my sense of well-being that I’d feel quite distraught without them.

Fermenting is fun and fascinating too. There’s a real sense of wonder in observing those first tiny bubbles appearing in a jar of salted veg, or handling the frankly weird little globules of a kefir starter (which are like nothing else on earth). And you might also find that an unexpected sense of empowerment – liberation, even – can come from producing your own home-fermented goodies. It’s definitely one in the eye for the food industrialists. Harnessing one’s own creativity, along with the mighty forces of nature, while by-passing the people who put things in plastic packets (and tell us we simply must buy them) feels pretty good, I find.

Rachel de Thample is absolutely the best person I know to introduce you to all this. I’ve worked with her for several years and I never fail to be inspired and enthused by her knowledge and her passion. Rachel leads our courses in fermenting at River Cottage HQ. She is also a dedicated forager and a lover of all things natural and organic.

As an expert fermenter, Rachel has a deep understanding of both the history and the science behind this simple art. But she brings something fresh to this field too; she has a wonderful way of talking and writing about fermenting, opening it up in the most playful and enabling way, dismantling any sense of complexity or impenetrability. She knows anyone can succeed at fermenting – and her enthusiasm and experience make her the ideal teacher. Rachel’s methods here are among the simplest you will find, and her recipes among the most delicious.

So please, don’t shuffle fermenting to the bottom of your culinary in-tray, or file it under ‘maybe, one day’. Instead, let Rachel take you by the hand, and with the best ingredients and the most basic of equipment, you will soon have your shelves lined with happily bubbling ferments and your fridge stocked with irresistible, meal-enhancing lacto-fermented delights.

In the time it takes to start your first jar of kimchi or your first homemade yoghurt, you can join a worldwide community of home-fermenters, all producing foods that represent a great global tradition. At the same time, you’ll know that these living foods, each with their unique fermented fingerprint, could hardly be more local, or more distinctively your own.

Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall, East Devon, March 2020
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        Our kitchens are full of magic just waiting to happen. Fermentation is a transformative process that makes food not only more nutritious but also more delicious. It’s one of the oldest ways of preserving, and is surprisingly simple and low-tech. You don’t need fancy kit – just some basic knowledge about quantities and timings. In fact, one of the things I love most about fermenting is how minimalist it is. Its essence is in using what’s already around you – be it natural yeasts and bacteria in the air or basic everyday ingredients, including food scraps and trimmings that might otherwise go to waste. Fermenting is also incredibly addictive, in a good way.

        All food contains bacteria – beneficial strains as well as neutral and harmful ones. Perhaps surprisingly, fruits and vegetables are home to lactobacillus, the same good bacteria you find in yoghurt. The principle of fermentation is to create conditions that allow those good bacteria to proliferate. And doing so is very easy: add the right amount of salt, control exposure to oxygen and keep your budding ferment at the right temperature and the good guys not only thrive but out-compete any bad bugs, thereby preserving the food.

        There is an increasing understanding in the world of science and medicine of just how important beneficial bacteria are. We have an extensive and varied population of microbes in our guts, known as the ‘microbiome’, and researchers now know that those busy bacteria are hugely important to our well-being, affecting everything from digestion to immunity – probably even mood and mental health. While scientists are still trying to pinpoint exactly which strains of bacteria do what, the general consensus is that the greater the number of different bacteria we have, the better.

        Biodiversity is increasingly recognised as critical to the survival of larger-scale ecosystems and it is just as important at the micro level. Eating ‘live’ fermented foods is one brilliant way to promote that diversity in your body. Our bodies benefit from regular top-ups of good bacteria, so the more fermented foods you can introduce into your diet, the better. I try to consume at least one fermented food daily, if not with every meal.

        Fermented foods are probiotic, which means they add to the beneficial bacteria normally present in the gastrointestinal tract. You can consume them alongside tablet probiotic supplements or as an alternative. The positives for consuming a regular dose of fermented foods for me include better digestion, more energy and healthier skin. As well as gut-healing benefits, some ferments make minerals more bioavailable, which means the naturally occurring minerals are absorbed by your body more easily.

        Fermented foods also teem with tastebud-tingling flavour molecules. Umami, the alluringly addictive and deeply savoury fifth taste (alongside salty, sour, sweet and bitter), is inherent in most fermented foods. It’s no accident that many of our favourite treats are fermented ones: chocolate, cider, wine, bread, cheese, coffee, tea, miso, vinegar, salami… These are ingredients many of us love and that

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
            	TYPE OF FERMENT
                	KEY INGREDIENT
                	CONDITIONS
                	HOW IT WORKS
                	EXAMPLES
            

            	Lacto-ferments
                	Naturally occurring sugars or starch (i.e. flour or sugars in fruit and veg)
                	Anaerobic (i.e. no oxygen or airtight)
                	When vegetables are starved of oxygen, the beneficial bacteria naturally present on the surface feed on the natural sugars and as they do they produce lactic acid, giving your ferment a recognisable tang. 
                	Sauerkraut, kimchi, kvass, pickles, yoghurt, sourdough
            

            	Ethyl
                	Sugar and yeast
                	Anaerobic (i.e. no oxygen or airtight)	To make alcohol, added or naturally occurring yeasts feed on the sugar. In the absence of oxygen, the sugar (or glucose) is broken down to ethanol (or alcohol) by the action of enzymes in the yeast.
                	Cider, wine, beer
            

            	Acetic
                	Ethanol
                	Aerobic (needs air)
                	When ethanol is exposed to air, it gradually evaporates and turns into acetic acid.
                	Kombucha, kefir, vinegar
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