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Praise for Cultured Food for Life

“Cultured Food for Life is just what the doctor should be ordering! This book is loaded with health wisdom that can change your life!”
— Christiane Northrup, M.D., ob/gyn physician and author of the New York Times bestsellers Women’s Bodies, Women’s Wisdom and The Wisdom of Menopause

“Donna Schwenk has taken lacto-fermentation to a whole new level with this attractive and creative book. She provides plenty of new ideas and some old favorites for the alchemy of fermented foods. Cultured Food for Life is a great contribution to the growing movement in natural pickling and healthy, digestible grains.”

— Sally Fallon Morell, author of Nourishing Traditions and president of The Weston A. Price Foundation

“More and more, the research is clear that the true secret to health, vitality, and weight loss lies in the quality of our intestinal flora. Cultured Food for Life is an invaluable resource for creating that healthy flora in a simple, fun, sustainable, and delicious way. Read the book, follow the suggestions, enjoy the recipes, and watch how you and your family experience energy and a vibrancy you’ve never thought possible.”
— Jon Gabriel, international best-selling author and creator of The Gabriel Method

“Donna’s passion and experience, along with her easy-to-follow recipes, make this book a must-have for anyone interested in fermented foods.”
— Stepfanie Romine, co-author of The SparkPeople Cookbook and The Spark Solution
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To my daughters, Maci and Holli, who came into
my life to teach me that wisdom was just a prayer away
and that we were truly meant to live a life of joy.
To my son, DJ, the kindest person I know; and to my husband,
Ron, who has been the love of my life for nearly 30 years.
You have all inspired me to be more than I ever thought
I could be. Thanks for filling my life with love!
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YOUR CULTURED FOOD GUIDE

Dramatically improve your health by eating foods filled with dynamic probiotics that supercharge your body! Join Donna Schwenk at www.culturedfoodlife.com—a special place where you can go to find information and inspiration. Learn not only how to make cultured foods but also how to make them in ways that your entire family will love. There are numerous resources to help you on this new and exciting journey. Check out just a few:

• Free recipes, articles, and videos—plus a free Getting Started Guide e-book—to help you begin your journey.

• Hundreds of photos, including images of most of the foods in this book.

• Online store with links to products and ingredients mentioned in this book—and that Donna uses every day when making cultured foods.

• A community of enthusiasts who have shared dozens of inspiring testimonials about how cultured foods changed their lives. These are the stories that keep Donna going day after day.

• Biotic Pro membership that gives you access to premium content, including exclusive online recipes and hours of quality videos culled from Donna’s classes and her home-cooking adventures—there’s even one about making cultured foods on a boat. Plus, you can catch “Donna’s Road Map,” her new series of mini videos that answer all your questions about creating and enjoying cultured foods.

• Membership Forum to which, as a Biotic Pro, you’ll have access as well as a place where you can ask questions, share your stories, and get help with anything and everything related to cultured foods.

To all of you who’ve avoided cultured foods, thinking that they’re daunting and difficult, visit www.culturedfoodlife.com to find out just how simple it is to incorporate these foods into your life, and to learn how easy they are to prepare.


INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the World of Cultured Foods

Hi! I’m Donna Schwenk, and I’m here to guide you through a world that seems new and daunting to a lot of people. That’s how it was for me not so long ago. It was 2002, and I was sick, tired, miserable, and completely unaware of the power of cultured foods. I needed help, and I found it. And once I learned how life-changing these foods could be, there was no going back. I read book after book. I scoured the Internet. I made it my passion to find out everything I could. Even now, years later, I am continually amazed at the benefits of cultured foods.

As I saw these foods transform my health and my life from the inside out, I knew there was no way I was going to keep this knowledge to myself. Others needed to know, too. You need to know. You need to know that it’s not normal to always be tired and in pain. If you’re like a great many of the people I’ve met in the classes I teach and through the communities I lead on Facebook and my own website, culturedfoodlife.com, you’ve forgotten what it feels like to be full of life, looking forward to waking up each morning. That’s just where I was, and as I started looking into why, I found some exciting answers—and those answers lie in the gut of the human body with some nonhuman organisms.

The number of bacteria in the body is greater than the number of its cells. There are hundreds of trillions of bacteria in each of us—ranging in character from good friends to mortal enemies. Yet we seem to ignore all forms of bacteria until the bad outnumber the good, and we begin to feel the symptoms of disease. But by working to restore a healthy balance to the body’s bacteria, and to encourage the good bacteria on a regular basis, we can activate the body’s natural tendency for health and well-being. Your body is designed to experience unbelievable wellness and longevity—if you just treat it right. It can give you the chance to live a life of incredible joy. This is all within your power. You no longer have to be one of those people who watches others and wonders what they have that gives them such an advantage.

I know this seems like a big promise, but I truly believe in the power of the body and the bacteria that make it their home. My goal is to bring this knowledge and its benefits to everyone: That’s why I started my website. That’s why I teach classes. And that’s why I was inspired to write this book—and the previous self-published edition. It’s also why I work as the Kansas City Chapter leader for the Weston Price Foundation, a worldwide organization comprised of people dedicated to restoring nutrient-dense food to the human diet through education, research, and activism.

This book is part memoir, part how-to guide, and part cookbook. In the pages that follow, I’ll cover the cultured foods that have made such a difference in my life and in the lives of my family members, and I’ll share some remarkable stories of healing. Let’s face it, I’ve fallen in love with kefir, kombucha, cultured vegetables, and sprouted grains. I eat them every day! And now you can, too. After reading this book, you’ll understand the basics of the age-old food preparation technique of fermentation. I’ll show you the benefits of cultured foods and how easy and affordable it is to make them at home.

After the introduction to these basics, you can browse through more than 130 recipes to figure out how best to bring these magical foods into your life. I’m sure you’ll discover some new dishes, but I’ll also show you how to incorporate cultured foods into some of your current favorites. Chocolate waffles, anyone? Finally, this book provides additional resources for buying cultures and equipment as well as for further reading if you want to know more.

By bringing these foods into your life, I have no doubt that you’ll begin to feel better soon. I know change can be scary, but if we share the journey, we can get there faster and be successful. So read through this book, and see what makes sense for you. Visit my website and watch my videos. Become a part of the community and the cultured-food movement. I think there is a strong desire to help one another built into our DNA. When we do, we can only succeed. It’s the way it was always meant to be. So let’s jump right in!


PART I

The
Living Food
You Should Be
Eating


	CHAPTER ONE

Coming into Culture

I was 41 years old and holding my new baby in my arms, but it wasn’t the beautiful experience I had hoped for. My little one was born seven weeks prematurely and weighed only four pounds—and I was the cause. I had had severe preeclampsia, my liver had started shutting down, and the doctor said that my daughter had to be delivered immediately. This is not how I had imagined the experience. But the signs had been there. The pregnancy wasn’t easy, and I had developed gestational diabetes.

But the birth was over, my baby was going to be fine, and my diabetes disappeared. I thought that everything was returning to normal, but several months later, the diabetes returned, and an alarm bell went off in my head. I knew a lot about diabetes—I’d seen it firsthand in my own family and I learned a lot from my friends and family members who work in the medical field. And as I looked at my beautiful baby in my lap, I knew I had to change. I wanted to be vibrant and healthy for this little one, and I knew I couldn’t raise her the way I wanted to if I had diabetes. I wanted to live a long life filled with joy and love and family, and if my health didn’t change, I realized that this might not happen.

I will never forget that day, sitting in the rocking chair with tears rolling down my cheeks. I cried out from a deep place in my soul for help and wisdom. Little did I know that this baby was coming into my life to save me and to teach me who I really am. Here’s what happened: Holli was ten-and-a-half months old when she decided to stop nursing. Normally, this wouldn’t have been an issue, but it was a big problem for a baby born seven weeks early. Babies receive some immunity protection from their mothers during the last six weeks in the womb. Premature babies like Holli don’t get that safeguard. When she was born, the hospital staff stressed that the only way to protect her was to nurse her as often as possible for a year or two.

Without the immunity shield, preemies are more susceptible to all kinds of complications from everyday colds and viruses. And as soon as Holli stopped nursing, I witnessed this firsthand. She began having frequent colds and countless sleepless nights. It was hard on both of us. Then one afternoon in a health-food store, I stumbled upon a book called The Body Ecology Diet by Donna Gates. I picked up the book and it fell open to a page on kefir and an explanation of kefir’s benefits. I was intrigued. The next book on the shelf was Nourishing Traditions by Sally Fallon. When I opened that book, I happened to turn to a page on kefir. Just then, a store employee walked by. He stopped, turned to me, and said, “That is the most important book you’ll ever read. You should pay attention. It could change everything you thought you knew.” Then he just strolled away. I had never heard of kefir, and yet in the space of a few minutes two books had opened to pages on it and a total stranger had told me to pay attention. So I walked over to the dairy section, found the kefir, grabbed a bottle, and put it in my cart—along with those two books. Then I checked out and headed home, quietly hoping that this was the answer to my prayers.

I immediately began to add one to two teaspoons of kefir to each of Holli’s bottles. What happened shocked me—in one month my baby had gained four pounds! That’s a lot for a preemie. She had color in her cheeks, and she was sleeping through the night. She stopped spitting up everything, and she began to thrive. So we upped her kefir intake, and in a short time, she became the healthiest person in the house.

I started drinking the kefir, too. Not too long after that, I was standing at my kitchen window looking out at the birds and thinking, They’re hungry. I’m going to run out and give them some bird food. Now you may not think this is a big deal, but when you feel sick and run-down, you don’t care about the birds. They can feed themselves. But on this day, something had lifted inside of me, and I felt joy and wellness. This was how I was supposed to feel, and I had forgotten what it was like. My blood pressure was healthy, and my blood sugar numbers had normalized. I became addicted to the good feeling, and I wanted to feel like that every day. This was my beginning. I became a woman on a mission: to discover what had happened to me. What was this kefir and how had it changed Holli and me so dramatically? What was in this ancient food that restored me to my true self?

THE BASIS OF YOUR BODY

Inside each and every one of us there is a whole world of living organisms that, for the most part, go unnoticed and unacknowledged. This is the world of the human gut and its bacteria. Most people are only familiar with bad bacteria—bacteria that cause disease and other negative effects—but did you know that more than 99 percent of bacteria are harmless? And some of these actually prevent disease and keep us healthy? We all have bacteria, and much of your health lies in making sure the good bacteria in your system outnumber the bad. This is a lifelong process that begins at birth.

When you were in your mother’s womb, you were in a sterile environment, but when you passed through the birth canal or entered the world through a Cesarean section, you were infused with bacteria from everyone and everywhere—your mother, the doctors, the nurses, the environment—pretty much anyone and anything you came in contact with affected the bacteria in your system. And this is important because it laid the foundation of your inner world. These bacteria are responsible for many of the biological processes that influence your life. They supply us with necessary vitamins and protect us from disease-causing invaders. They break down sugars and proteins and provide us with energy. The breakdown of sugars is basically fermentation that happens in our colon, and the end result is the production of short-chain fatty acids, which do a host of great things.

Short-chain fatty acids prevent overgrowth of pathogenic bacteria like salmonella by making the environment in the large intestine more acidic. They are also phenomenal sources of energy because they’re so easily absorbed by the body. If the bacteria in our gut aren’t able to break down and process our food into short-chain fatty acids, our bodies simply excrete it without gaining the benefit of the energy the food can provide, which can be up to 10 percent of a healthy individual’s daily energy needs.

In addition to the good that comes from short-chain fatty acids, experimental studies also suggest that ingesting healthy bacteria may have other health benefits like lowering blood-sugar and blood-cholesterol levels.1 Bacteria are also involved in synthesizing hormones and vitamin precursors, plus they’re almost entirely responsible for making our body’s supply of vitamin B12, a nutrient that supports the health of the body’s nerve and blood cells.2 These are just a few of the millions of things that bacteria do every day inside of you. But they can’t do this entirely on their own. It’s important to cultivate the good bacteria, so they can crowd out and overpower the toxic ones. That’s what cultured foods do. Kefir, kombucha, and cultured vegetables are packed with powerful, beneficial bacteria that enhance the flora in your gut. Ingesting these bacteria leads to colonization and, thus, to a healthy immune force.

Many people wonder if probiotic pills provide the same benefit, as they seem to be marketed in the same way—healthy bacteria for our guts. However, probiotic foods work significantly better because of their construction. To get into the small intestine and colon, where they do the work of breaking down and processing food and powering up the immune system, the bacteria first have to move through the stomach, but the stomach is filled with acid designed to kill bacteria. When you eat a probiotic food, the food itself provides a protective armor that helps shield the friendly bacteria. It also speeds the transport out of the stomach, thus keeping the good bacteria intact. Probiotic pills are often trapped in the acids of the stomach, and the probiotics are killed before the body ever gets a chance to use them. So consuming probiotic foods, such as kefir, kombucha, and cultured vegetables, is much more effective than taking pills.

We are what we eat, and we know, now, that dietary intake greatly influences the types of bacteria in our systems and how they affect us throughout our lives. I saw a huge difference between my two older children who didn’t eat probiotic foods as infants and the one who did. My older children struggled with ear infections and doctor’s visits due to illness. My youngest daughter, who did receive kefir, has yet to visit a doctor due to illness—and she was the one I was told had a shaky immune system because she was a preemie. I have also seen this in myself. Since I started eating cultured foods, I’ve been extraordinarily healthy. So I challenge you to open your mind to the good side of bacteria; it far outweighs the bad. It is a whole new world, and one you won’t be sorry you’ve discovered.

So there you have it: a hardy welcome to your inner world! It carries on mostly without your understanding, but longs to work in harmony with you.

EXPERIENCING THE POWER OF CULTURED FOODS

While it’s helpful to read about the science behind the benefits people experience when eating cultured foods, the thing that inspires me—and the people I work with—is the seemingly miraculous healing that happens for so many people.

My daughter Maci, who didn’t grow up on cultured foods, went through some pretty miserable times before I brought these foods fully into our lives. When she was just 16, she would wake up every morning, drag herself to the kitchen, and say, “Mom. I don’t feel good. I never feel good.” It broke my heart. She was constantly tired, and suffered the pain and discomfort of general digestive issues. She was unable to eat wheat, and every week the list of foods that hurt her got longer. We took her to doctor after doctor, each of whom came to the conclusion that she was probably dealing with irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), but no one was willing to give a strict diagnosis. Finally, one doctor suggested that she needed surgery to remove her gallbladder, but he couldn’t give us a reason why. I’m not one of those people who just accepts these things, so we began seeking other help. A kindhearted acupuncturist provided me with an aha moment when he looked at Maci and said, “You have too much hurry and worry, and your body is hurting you because of this.” It was true. Our beautiful bodies don’t lie—something was out of whack in her life, and we needed to address it. The way I do this is through food.

We had already found kefir, but I hadn’t yet discovered the power of all the other cultured foods. When I began researching, I found that these foods were great options for naturally addressing Maci’s underlying problem rather than merely treating the symptoms by eliminating certain foods from her diet.

What I discovered was that the lining of Maci’s gut was damaged. Stress and a lack of nutrient-dense foods were destroying her: she wasn’t getting enough of the right bacteria and enzymes to transform her food into the vitamins and fatty acids that her body needed to stay healthy. Years of antibiotics had stripped her of all her good bacteria, so her food wasn’t being processed correctly, and she felt ill because of this. So I started her on a diet that would help bring the desirable bacteria back and heal her gut.

Maci starting eating cultured foods at every meal: kefir for breakfast, one to two tablespoons of cultured veggies at lunch and dinner, and kombucha or coconut kefir to drink at every meal. I also served her a lot of soups made from bone broths. (Bone broths are healing to the digestive tract because of the collagen they contain.) She also took coconut oil by the tablespoon, usually three tablespoons a day. All these foods are healing to the gut, and each one plays a different part in the process. Today, Maci has a fully functioning, pain-free digestive system. She can eat whatever she wants, and she has more energy than you can imagine.

My other favorite story comes from one of my most adamant skeptics. When I first found these foods, I was a bit shy about admitting to them. It was hard enough convincing my family that I wasn’t just doing crazy science projects—that I was, in fact, making some extraordinarily healthy foods. So I didn’t really talk about them with other people. Until one day, the dam burst.

Once a week, I have a set date with a group of mothers and their kids. We’d get together, eat lunch, and hang out. This particular day, I was sitting at lunch and looking at the kids in the group: One boy was coughing so much from asthma that he could barely breathe, let alone play. The girl next to him had sores on the sides of her mouth, and she was on a very strict diet because of food allergies. Listening to that boy struggle for breath finally pushed me over the edge. I started talking to his mom about kefir, and how I thought it could help him. Then I talked with the little girl’s mom, telling her that I thought cultured foods could heal her daughter’s food allergies.

Much to my surprise, they listened—and not only that, they started adding cultured foods into their families’ diets. This was my first experience of being privileged to watch people transform their children’s lives and their own. And this transformation often steered our lunchtime conversations. Eventually, one of the other mothers decided that she was tired of listening to all this talk about cultured foods, and she stopped sitting with the group, accusing us of having a food cult. It was pretty funny, but I can imagine that it does sound a little weird if you haven’t experienced cultured foods.

At the point when she abandoned our table, she was pregnant. Sadly, after her son was born, he didn’t thrive: he was terribly thin and could barely tolerate breast milk, and he wasn’t functioning up to his age level in other measurements of development. As he grew, he continued to struggle. He was in physical therapy, occupational therapy, and play therapy. He was allergic to everything, and went through test after test with an allergist and worked with a dietician. He couldn’t form sentences, so he also had a speech therapist. And he had vision problems. Life was rough, and it was heartbreaking to see.

Finally, as a last resort, his mom came to me. She remembered the talk of cultured foods and the improvements they made in the lives of those at our table of “food cultists.” She began sprouting grains and making kefir, kombucha, and lots of cultured veggies. She started with coconut kefir because her son was allergic to dairy, and what happened was nothing short of astounding. I’ll let her tell you what happened:


Donna, this is so emotional! I can’t believe I am the mother of a miracle—and yes, I truly believe he is! After all we’ve been through, I never expected my son to walk or talk or be “normal.” Now he is so smart; his brain is always on and processing! I remember when he was still in his stupor, and you made a comment about how he takes everything in and that you could see his brain working—yet he couldn’t communicate or even crawl at that time. But he was taking it in! He was storing all that info for later! I wanted to let you know that the little brain that wasn’t able to talk for the longest time and just gazed around like he couldn’t comprehend anything—that little brain is reading!!! At three years old! I kid you not, Donna! I think he will start piano lessons soon—he loves music.

The other day, I decided that since we ran out of coconut milk, we might as well go with raw milk. And he did great. I am thrilled!!! I can’t tell you how big of a breakthrough this is for us! I even gave him raw milk and his sprouted cookies for a snack today! It has been a very hard road for us, and we are still on it, but our road has been made so much smoother because of your help! Thank you, thank you, thank you for your help and for never tiring of my scoffing!



I am continually inspired by stories I hear and the well-being I see in the people I know and love. These foods do the work, and you receive the benefits. I never had any intention of writing a book or teaching

SHARING THE WEALTH
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