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PRAISE FOR SANDOR KATZ’S FERMENTATION JOURNEYS


“Sandor Katz’s Fermentation Journeys highlights the personal anecdotes that ignited his passion for fermentation. We are transported to each remote village through him and introduced to the people behind the recipes he has shared. Fermentation is an important method of food preservation that brings unique textures and flavors to many dishes. Sandor has managed to expose the ancient techniques behind the practice while providing approachable recipes for the home cook.”

—DANIEL BOULUD, chef/restaurateur, author of Letters to a Young Chef

“In his Fermentation Journeys, Sandor Katz’s life of curiosity-filled travel and exploration elicits a sense of wonder as tastes, sights, and smells leap off the pages to ignite your imagination. This book doesn’t simply serve as a near-encyclopedic travelogue to countless ferments from around the world. It cements the grandfather of the fermentation revival as a great naturalist of our time; an enthusiastic adventurer seeking out not giant beasts, but microscopic ones, through friendships, community, recipes, and more-than-human stories.”

—DAVID ZILBER, chef, fermenter, food scientist, and coauthor of The Noma Guide to Fermentation

“Sandor Katz has done it again. This time he learns alongside all of us as we travel the world with him and study centuries-old cultural traditions of all things fermented.”

—DAN BARBER, chef/co-owner, Blue Hill and Blue Hill at Stone Barns; author of The Third Plate

“When I absentmindedly wandered into Sandor Katz’s session at the IACP Conference in San Francisco in 2012, a whole new world opened up to me. Ever since then I’ve been spreading the gospel and devouring every snippet of information. This gem of a book, detailing Sandor’s ‘fermentation journeys’ around the world, is a dream come true for this Irish fermentation nerd.”

—DARINA ALLEN, Ballymaloe Cookery School

“I’ve learned more from Sandor Katz over the years than from any other culinarian that I’ve worked with or studied under. This book takes you on a mystical and magical journey through the seemingly endless rabbit hole that is fermentation. From koji to chocolate sauerkraut cake to doubanjiang, Sandor not only shows us how to make these delicious foods but also thoroughly explains the how’s and why’s behind them. Get your crocks and salt ready to start fermenting!”

—JEREMY UMANSKY, chef/owner, Larder Delicatessen & Bakery; coauthor of Koji Alchemy

“More than just fermentation cookbook meets travel journal, Sandor Katz’s Fermentation Journeys is a love letter to the world fermentation community. Like threads of forest mycelium linking underground communication networks, this worldwide community shares knowledge and a belief that fermentation can heal. As Katz documents recipes and techniques, he focuses on the story of place and the individuals that shared their traditions or ideas. In this way, it is a book the fermentation community built.”

—KIRSTEN K. SHOCKEY, author of Homebrewed Vinegar and coauthor of Miso, Tempeh, Natto & Other Tasty Ferments

“Sandor Katz opens our eyes to the generous humans around the globe sharing their cultures through the lens of fermentation. Each vivid story transports you to moments of discovery and wonder, sparking memories of a crafty family member who makes something delicious, pulled from the depths of their home, that you can’t get enough of. Multiply that experience one hundred times and you’ll begin to understand the power of this book.”

—RICH SHIH, coauthor of Koji Alchemy

“What incredible adventures around the world! Many of the ferments featured here, both traditional and experimental, will be unknown to a majority of readers. I predict Sandor’s book will inspire yet another wave of fermentation enthusiasts. The recipes here will get us started.”

—KEN ALBALA, professor of history, University of the Pacific
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INTRODUCTION


I have always loved to travel. When I think back to some of the travels of my youth, I can see that long before my interest in fermentation began in earnest, traveling primed me to think about fermentation in ways that I likely would not have otherwise. As a 23-year-old, fresh out of college and seeking adventure, I traveled in Africa for several months with my friend Todd Weir. We didn’t drink, or even encounter, any alcohol as we crossed the Sahara Desert overland through Algeria for a month, taking buses as far as they went, then hitchhiking. But after we crossed into Niger and the increasingly tropical West African landscape, we began to see beer and locally produced palm wine—the fermented sap of palm trees.

The palm wine we encountered and tried was wonderful, and we greatly appreciated the renewed availability of alcohol. I was struck by the fact that the palm wine was always served from open vessels rather than bottles, and seemed to be a product of cottage industry. The beer that was available was made by national breweries, but the palm wine was all made by people at home, or in very small-scale enterprises. Sometimes we bought it, and other times it was served to us as an expression of hospitality. We were also served home-brewed millet beer and other types of homemade alcohol.

I thought of this often eight or nine years later, after I became interested in fermentation. The literature for hobbyists about home beer brewing and winemaking was so technical. I found it somewhat off-putting in all its emphasis on chemicals to purify the fermentation substrate; sanitization at every step of the process; and special equipment, commercial yeast cultures, and yeast nutrients. All of this made me wonder about the people we had encountered making palm wine and millet beer in remote villages with limited technology and resources. Where were they getting their carboys and airlocks? Where were they getting their tablets of potassium metabisulfite and yeast nutrients? Or, how had they been able to ferment these delicious beverages without all of that? What were the simpler, more traditional ways? Without this experience traveling in Africa, I wouldn’t have known to ask such questions. There, as everywhere, fermentation is an essential aspect of how people make effective use of food resources—not only palm sap, but everything from milk, meat, and fish to grains, beans, vegetables, and fruits.

Fermentation is truly a global phenomenon, practiced and of practical importance everywhere, and people in every part of the world make use of fermentation in similar ways. The benefits are numerous. Fermentation is a strategy for safety, producing acids, alcohol, and a range of other by-products that prevent pathogens from growing. It makes many foods more flavorful, and it underlies the beloved flavors of delicacies including chocolate, vanilla, coffee, bread, cheese, cured meats, olives, pickles, condiments, and so much more. Fermentation extends the lifespan of many foods, among them cabbage and other vegetables (sauerkraut and pickles), milk (cheese and yogurt), meat (salami), and grapes (wine). The most widespread form of fermentation is the production of alcohol, from every carbohydrate source imaginable. Fermentation also enhances nutrients and makes them more accessible, and it breaks down many plant toxins and antinutrient compounds. Certain ferments, eaten or drunk raw after fermentation, provide potentially beneficial bacteria, in great density and biodiversity. The process of fermentation confers all these benefits, and more.

[image: ]
In the rainforest in northern Cameroon with people my travel companion and I met there, 1985.


We now understand that all the plant and animal products that comprise our food are populated by elaborate microbial communities. There is therefore a certain inevitability to microbial transformation. Cultures around the world have made use of this inevitability, developing techniques that effectively guide microbial transformation, not only in the context of food, but also in agriculture, fiber arts, building, and other realms.

Yet far from a unified set of techniques, fermentation encompasses a wide array of distinct processes, and it manifests in different ways in different places, depending upon what foods are abundant, what the climate is like, and other factors. The ferments of the tropics are altogether different from the ferments of the Arctic, starting with the starkly different available food resources, and then the varying climate conditions and practical needs compound the differences even more. This book takes you to both extremes. Even when environmental differences are not so stark, the ways that people work out to make use of microbial activity vary from place to place. Witness the diversity of cheeses, all made from milk, for an easy example. Then, because human migration and the resulting cultural cross-pollination have always been such constants, others’ practices and techniques inevitably influence people everywhere. Like seeds, domesticated animals, culinary techniques, or virtually any aspect of cultural practice, fermentation spreads.

Fermentation may be universal, but cultural continuity is not. Around the world, colonization has wiped out entire demographic groups, and displaced others onto unknown landscapes. Indigenous children have been systematically removed from their families, punished for speaking their native languages, and otherwise forced to assimilate into the dominant culture. In our present neocolonial period, the means of oppression have shifted to poverty, social and economic marginalization, and mass incarceration. I have spoken with people who have been unable to find evidence or information about any of their ancestors’ traditional fermentation processes because the cultural traditions from which they are descended were destroyed, disrupted, or displaced. Even for those whose cultures have not been subject to such destruction, cultural continuity is frequently disrupted by the allure of certain facets of modern life, such as urbanization, specialization, and mass-produced, mass-marketed food. Cultural practices, knowledge and wisdom, languages and beliefs, are disappearing every year. Like any other manifestation of culture, fermentation practices must be used in order to maintain relevance and stay alive. We must cherish and celebrate the diversity of fermentation practices around the world, and document and share them.



Who could ever have imagined that my how-to books about fermented foods and beverages would bring me around the world? Certainly not me. Yet that is what has come to pass in the years since the publication of my first book, Wild Fermentation, in 2003. At this point, I have taught in dozens of countries and visited a handful more. Everywhere I go, I eat and I learn. I have found myself in remote villages where people mostly subsist on what they can grow and produce, and I learned fermentation methods from them. I have been invited into Indigenous communities to learn their fermentation traditions, as well as the research and development kitchens of some of the world’s most renowned restaurants to see and taste their latest fermentation projects. I have met mad experimentalists and people carrying on old family traditions.

I am in quite a unique position. Anyone with the time and the money could potentially travel to all the countries I have visited, but if not for my fermentation notoriety, and hosts who share my passion for fermentation, it would have been impossible to find my way to most of the places, people, and practices described in these pages. I feel very lucky to have had the access and entrée that I have been granted, and that makes me feel compelled to share what I have learned. This book is my invitation for you to join me on my adventures, and to learn about the incredible variety of fermented foods and drinks that I have tried and been shown how to make.

I figured I would eventually write a book about the foods and drinks I learned about in my travels, but I was too busy traveling, and had too many places yet to go, to write it. As the COVID-19 pandemic came on, I was teaching in Australia. At the last event before everything was canceled, at Fat Pig Farm in Tasmania, one of the students, a passionate fermenter who showed up with delicious homemade vinegars to share, gifted me with a face mask she had made, which came in very handy. After that, the remaining events I had scheduled were canceled, one by one. I flew back home (wearing her mask). Over the coming weeks, travels that I had planned for the year—to Alabama, Peru, Chicago, Vermont, Yukon, Iceland, Montana, China, and Taiwan—were all canceled. Finally, I had time to write. It took a pandemic.

When I started to write this book, I imagined it organized by geographic region. But at some point, it became clear that my focus was not so much what I saw on a particular trip to China or Colombia (though I have certainly included plenty of that), but on how the different foods I have seen, tried, and learned about relate to one another. In the end, I decided to organize the book by fermentation substrate (simple sugars, vegetables, grains, and so forth) in order to emphasize these relationships.

I spent only brief amounts of time in most of the places I visited. In some countries, my hosts took me on incredible journeys, but frequently I had a full teaching agenda and limited time to explore or learn about local practices. The memories I have of the places I visited, the foods I tried, and the methods I learned, are all highly impressionistic. I do not wish to pass myself off as an expert in the fermentations of any particular region.

Nonetheless, the cumulative impressions from my travels definitely enrich and inform my general understanding of fermentation, and my repertoire of techniques has been multiplied by this broad exposure. My strength as a fermentation writer and educator is in being a generalist. Plenty of people know more than I do about every imaginable realm of fermentation. What my experience offers is less depth than breadth, and organizing the book thematically allows me to better connect the dots.

My intention with this book, and indeed with all my work, is to celebrate and share the ingenuity and diversity of fermentation traditions around the world, and certainly not to exploit, misrepresent, or insult any of them. Cultural diversity is of utmost importance to me, and it motivates me in my work as a fermentation revivalist. Yet I recognize that for me, or anyone, to share other people’s cultural traditions can potentially be hurtful, unwanted, inaccurate, incomplete, decontextualized, or worse. My knowledge of any of these specific foods or beverages is superficial compared to that of the people who grew up eating, drinking, and making them. Words can be taken in ways we never intended. In my enthusiasm to show the broad similarities among diverse practices, I fear that I may sometimes gloss over particular aspects of specific traditions that make them distinctive. I try to be aware and respectful, I welcome feedback, and I’m always interested in hearing from people with intimate connections to any of the foods or traditions that I write about. You can contact me via my website, wildfermentation.com.

While this book is inspired by my travels, the roots of my interest in fermentation are based very much in home and garden. The practical value of preserving garden abundance gave me a reason to learn how to ferment vegetables. And my garden and kitchen still anchor my fermentation practice. Whatever I have learned through traveling, I have put into practice in my own kitchen. My love of food and my relentlessly practical nature ground my passion for fermentation. This is a book of inspiration. It is full of the foods and drinks, processes, people, and places that have inspired me, and that I hope will in turn inspire you in your fermentation adventures.
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ONE

SIMPLE SUGARS


I like to start with the simplest of ferments—sweet simple sugars that yeast and bacteria can effortlessly access and metabolize into alcohol and acids. With sugary fruits, plant saps, and diluted honey or sugar, fermentation is a spontaneous phenomenon: utterly unstoppable. Anyone who has ever harvested an abundance of any kind of fruit has discovered that some of it, inevitably, is already fermenting. Squeeze the juice out and it will all start to ferment, quickly. Plant saps readily ferment as well, once you extract them from the plant. Honey does not ferment so long as it remains free of water, but the addition of even small amounts of water enables the yeasts that are always present in raw honey to ferment its sugars and turn it into mead. Even if you are working with honey that has been heated or refined sugar that has surely been cooked, yeasts are everywhere around us and will find their way to any available sugars. The sources of the sugars that people ferment into alcohol and more lightly fermented beverages vary around the world.

As mentioned previously, before I was specifically interested in fermentation, I enjoyed palm wine in West Africa. Many years later, when I was better informed about how it is made, I encountered palm wine again, in a couple of different forms, in Southeast Asia. In Mexico, I learned about the importance of the dryland succulent plant maguey (or agave) and the elaborate cultural traditions around its processing into pulque and mezcal. I’ve witnessed different methods of fermenting pineapples—into tepache and guarapo de piña—in Mexico and Colombia. In Italy, I harvested grapes to make wine, and I have encountered passionate winemakers around the world. I have learned about persimmon vinegar (and pickles made from the residue!), mauby, and fruit enzyme drinks. And, of course, I’m still making mead. Wherever there is an abundant carbohydrate source, people likely have a method for fermenting it. In this chapter, I share what I have learned about this realm of fermentation.



NIGER, BURMA, INDONESIA


Palm Wine


Palm wine, fermented from the sap of palm trees, is a delicious, cloudy white beverage that has always been served to me in simple open vessels, never bottles. Its strength, sweetness, and sourness are quite variable from batch to batch, and these shift over a relatively short timeframe. It is the first fermented beverage I encountered that was not made in a factory (in Niger); I loved it, though I wasn’t yet thinking about fermentation and didn’t inquire about how it was made.

I have since learned that palm wines and liquors are enjoyed in tropical regions all around the world. In Bagan, Burma (also known as Myanmar), I happened across a toddy drinking hole, recognizing toddy as a widespread name for palm wine. I was biking around by myself in the afternoon, meandering and exploring as I made my way toward the hotel where I was staying, when I spotted a simple sign with the word “Toddy,” some words written in the beautiful Burmese alphabet, and an arrow. I followed the arrow to a small outdoor café where two young men who were already quite drunk helped me navigate the purchase of a bowl of palm wine. I was glad to have drinking partners, because the bowl was huge and the toddy was strong and already beginning to sour. Toddy, like all palm wines, is highly dynamic; it ferments into alcohol quickly and then passes into vinegar in rapid succession.

[image: ]
Toddy in Burma. Quite a large amount was served in the black ceramic vessel, along with coconut shell cups to drink from.


Owing to this dynamism, the toddy is frequently distilled into a beverage sometimes known as arak, to concentrate the alcohol enough that it is no longer vulnerable to vinegar-producing organisms and is therefore shelf-stable. (The name arak is also used in the Middle East and elsewhere to describe other distilled spirits.) As you will see throughout the book, people all around the world use distillation for this purpose.

[image: ]
My drinking buddies in Burma.


I visited a small, rural arak distillery in Bali, and I was struck by the simplicity of the still. It was hand built in place, primarily from earth, with a chamber to hold the fermented toddy above a simple fire chamber. The chamber holding the toddy was plugged tightly, with a tube to carry the vapors into and through a barrel filled with cold water, causing the vapor to condense and liquefy. The arak then dripped out of a tube on the opposite side of the barrel.

[image: ]
The arak still we visited in Bali.


The improvisational nature of this still was especially striking to me at the time because my friend Billy had recently opened the Short Mountain Distillery down the road from my home, and I knew that the gorgeous copper stills he had purchased required a heavy investment. The moonshiners whom Billy originally learned from created improvisational stills not altogether different from what I was seeing in Bali. It’s always good to bear in mind that before they were ever elaborated on by industry and engineering, all the basic, transformational processes that turn the products of nature and agriculture into the foods and drinks we love have long traditions of being done with whatever tools and methods that are available.

[image: ]
Arak dripping out of the still.


In addition to the still, I saw the trees whose sap was being tapped. Boys climbed the trees and pinched off just-developing buds, and they attached coconut shells to catch the sap dripping from where the buds were. The boys climbed up the trees every morning and afternoon to collect the sap. Coconut trees produced the sap; coconut shells were used to collect it; and coconut husk fibers (coir) fueled the fire to vaporize the ethanol in the toddy. I tasted the fermenting coconut sap and it was wonderful, though in Bali the tradition is to distill it.

[image: ]
Coconut sap fermenting into toddy prior to distillation.




MEXICO



Pulque


In the arid mountains of Mexico, maguey (Agave americana), known in English as agave or century plant, thrives. Spiny and slow growing, it flowers only once in its lifetime. Different varieties of maguey take 7 years to more than 20 years to develop; after flowering once, the plant dies. Clever inhabitants of ancient Mexico developed elaborate techniques for harvesting the sap, called aguamiel (honey water), which is extremely delicious and sweet when fresh. Each plant produces hundreds of quarts/liters of it. But aguamiel doesn’t stay fresh for long, and it rapidly ferments into the legendary beverage pulque.

Pulque is milky white, slightly viscous, tart, effervescent, and alcoholic. It can be even more wonderful than the fresh aguamiel, though I have discovered that the flavor varies quite a bit from batch to batch and is dynamic over a short timeframe. In addition to being enjoyed as a beverage, pulque is used as a leavening agent for a very special sweet, light bread called pan de pulque.

Pulque, like many of the world’s indigenous fermented beverages, has been much maligned. Profitable and politically powerful breweries, working with corrupt public officials, orchestrated government campaigns against pulque in the early twentieth century, characterizing it as unhygienic. There were even rumors that pulque was fermented with feces. Factory production of Western beer and Coca-Cola was touted as safer than traditional small-scale pulque production. I heard a similar story in Colombia, where indigenous, ancient chicha made by small producers (see “Chicha,” page 116) was disparaged as unhygienic, and the suggested replacement was modern, hygienic, factory-produced beer and sodas. In spite of the fearmongering, the fact is that fermentation is a strategy that ensures safety, whether for aguamiel, corn, barley, or any other ingredient. In the realm of sweet, carbohydrate-rich substrates, there is no danger beyond the final product becoming too vinegary for most people to find palatable. But the alcohol and acidity from fermentation only make it safer from potential pathogens.

[image: ]
Pouring a glass of bubbly, fresh pulque.


Pulque is one of the most wonderful ferments that I have had the good fortune to experience in its context: where maguey thrives and little else will grow; where aguamiel is collected twice every day and the pulque fermented. Indeed, pulque is not really available beyond where it is produced. No one has figured out how to completely stop the fermentation without destroying the qualities of the beverage.

[image: ]
In a field of maguey on his farm, Emilio Arizpe shares pulque with students during a fermentation workshop.


[image: ]
Tlachiquero Don Teo pouring freshly harvested aguamiel into a barrel full of already fermenting pulque.


I first tasted pulque, and witnessed how the aguamiel is collected, at Villa de Patos, a beautiful, diversified farm in General Cepeda, in the mountains outside of Monterrey in the north of Mexico. Emilio and Sofia Arizpe own the farm, and it is home to huge fields of maguey from which tlachiquero Don Teo harvests aguamiel. Tlachiquero means “the one who scrapes” in the Nahuatl language. Don Teo, like the other tlachiqueros I have met in Mexico, learned the harvesting techniques by helping elder family members with the ancient practice.

Fermenting pulque is simple enough. Aguamiel ferments spontaneously very easily. Because fresh sap is harvested twice a day, there is generally some form of backslopping. This involves adding new sap to the already fermenting batch, stirring, and continuing to ferment. The duration of the fermentation varies with the pulque maker and the temperature: from less than 24 hours to several days. At some point, based upon subjective evaluation of smell and flavor, some pulque is harvested, more sap is added, and so on. The harvested portion might be either further fermented or blended with the previous day’s harvest.

[image: ]
Don Teo cutting la puerta into a maturing maguey plant in preparation for harvesting aguamiel.


Beyond evaluating when it is ready to drink, the major skill involved in making pulque is harvesting the sap from the maguey. The tlachiquero’s work starts with identifying mature plants that are beginning to develop stalks. Then, to access the center of the plant so they can cut down the developing stalk, they must remove the sharp, spiny edges from some of the outer leaves of the plant, which then allows these leaves to be arched down and secured, thereby creating la puerta (the door) to the center. The maguey spines are strong and can pierce deeply, and the sap can be a toxic irritant. Care must be taken to create safe and easy access to the heart of the maguey where all the sap will eventually be collected twice a day for months.

At Villa de Patos, tlachiquero Don Teo had a very specific process that he followed, and the architecture of his cuts was highly stylized. At the very center of the maturing plant is the developing flower bud, but it is shrouded and protected by tight layers of succulent leaves. Don Teo confidently cut through those leaves and removed them. The very lightest (not yet photosynthesizing) central leaves he impaled on the biggest remaining leaves to make it easy to locate this plant for harvesting in the huge field of magueys. Once the growing center of the plant was revealed, Don Teo took firm hold of it in his hand and pulled it downward to the base, where he removed the developing flower bud in a process known as el capazón, or castration. He then cut a depression into the base of the maguey—from which the sap would later be collected—covered it with a portion of the removed stalk, and scattered some of the chips left over from creating the well right around it, perhaps ritualistically.

[image: ]
El capazón, or “the castration” of the maguey: Don Teo cuts through the developing stalk (1); pries it off (2); digs a well (3); and covers it with a piece of the removed stalk (4).


The castrated plant is then left for a few months, during which the wound heals and the bud continues to swell with sap, but the flower cannot develop. When the tlachiquero deems it time, the scabbed-over wound is reinjured—poked, punctured, and mashed—then left for another week or so, after which the fermenting debris is easily removed by scraping the cavity. The cavity (cajete) becomes a well from which to collect the aguamiel, and the twice-daily harvesting begins!

Daily aguamiel harvesting involves two main tools. The first is a long, thin gourd called an acocote, with a hole at each end that is used to transfer aguamiel from the cajete into a bucket. One end of the gourd goes into the cajete full of aguamiel. The tlachiquero sucks on the hole at the other end like a drinking straw, drawing the liquid (which can vary with the size of the plant and over the course of the harvest, from a cup/250 ml to more than 1 quart/1 liter per plant) into the gourd. A finger is used to cover the hole and keep the sweet sap in the gourd while it is moved to the waiting collection bucket. The finger is removed and the aguamiel flows into the bucket. Finally, the tlachiquero uses a tool to scrape the edges of the cajete and remove any debris, which is collected in a separate bucket to feed to livestock.

Uriel Arellano, another tlachiquero I met, lives in a village called Otumba, overlooking the pyramids of Teotihuacán outside of Mexico City. He does things a little differently. Whereas Don Teo’s plants are essentially untouched until he prepares to extract the aguamiel, Uriel harvests some of the outer leaves for barbacoa, a traditional Mexican style of pit-roasting meat. The maguey leaves are placed atop hot stones in a pit, then topped with the meat and covered with another, insulating layer of leaves to hold in the heat. The succulent leaves keep the meat moist with the sweet steam of aguamiel, and buffer the heat so the meat can cook low and slow. We ate some mutton barbacoa after harvesting with Uriel, at the roadside stand of a friend of his. It was very tender, juicy, and tasty.

[image: ]
Aguamiel in a maguey plant ready to be harvested.


Mutton and maguey stand together as mainstays of the local cuisine. Many of the local farmers who grow maguey and make pulque also graze herds of sheep. The sheep generally don’t eat the maguey, but they do fertilize the soil. Their meat is cooked on maguey leaves, and the meal is generally enjoyed with pulque. Like pulque, barbacoa is an ancient use of the maguey plant. But between them there is a tradeoff: each leaf removed from a plant results in less aguamiel.



Laura “Lala” Noguera, who calls herself a “cultural activist of agave,” brought me and my Mexico City workshop organizer, Galia Kleiman, to meet Uriel. On the slow drive out of Mexico City through heavy traffic, she told us about how she learned to harvest aguamiel and make pulque as a young child from her tlachiquero grandfather. When she hit puberty, her grandfather told her she could no longer be part of the pulque making; her menstrual cycles could disrupt the fermentation. Defying taboo, she continued making pulque without him, and without any problems with the fermentation.

[image: ]
Don Teo with his acocote.



[image: ]
Uriel and Lala between two maguey plants as we were harvesting aguamiel.



MUJERES MILENARIAS

On my most recent visit to Mexico, Galia and Raquel Guajardo, who together organized a big fermentation event in Oaxaca, took me and other presenters for a drive into the Sierra Madre mountains to visit Mujeres Milenarias, a collective of women pulque makers in a remote village called El Almacén Apazco. It’s the only place where Galia and Raquel had encountered women making pulque. We went harvesting with tlachiquera Bibiana Bautista. Afterward, because each member of the collective makes her own pulque, we walked from house to house, sampling each woman’s pulque. Each was a little different: stronger, sweeter, or sourer. We learned that during drought times, pulque has sometimes been the only hydration available in their community.

On the day we arrived, a community member had found a bunch of beautiful yellow mushrooms, called simply amarillos. An older woman roasted the amarillos directly on embers in the fire, then shared them with us. They were incredibly delicious. We bought some pulque to bring back to Oaxaca with us. The pulque was already a little different when we got back a few hours later, and even more so the next day. Pulque is dynamic and constantly unfolding.

When I later exchanged emails about pulque with Galia, she poignantly wrote: “All through Mexican history, from pre-Hispanic times to our days, pulque has been a key reference regarding culture, tradition, and cuisine. If people stop drinking and producing it, we run the risk of losing also the maguey plant and the cultural knowledge related to its cultivation and use.” Maguey is not only the source of aguamiel for pulque and leaves for barbacoa, but it is also used by distillers to make mezcal (see “Mezcal”) and tequila, has traditionally provided fiber for rope, building, and roofing, and the plant itself prevents soil erosion. Galia argues that continued use of these processes is essential for cultural survival. “Cultures are complex systems of beliefs and knowledge kept alive by the daily activities of the people who express them.”

[image: ]
Tlachiquera Bibiana Bautista harvesting aguamiel.







MEXICO



Mezcal


Mezcal is a strong, clear distilled alcohol with deep, complex flavors. Like pulque, it is made from the maguey plant. For making mezcal, however, the maguey’s sweetness is accessed in a very different manner. Rather than removing sap from the plant, as is done to make pulque, the starting point for mezcal is the heart of the plant itself, after it has swollen in advance of flowering. When the outer leaves of the maguey are removed, this heart looks something like a pineapple or a pinecone. In fact, it is called la piña—the Spanish name for both of those things. La piña is cut out when the maguey matures and develops a stalk, right before it flowers.

[image: ]
A stack of freshly harvested piñas ready for roasting.


My friends Paulina and Daniel, who have a lovely bakery café in Oaxaca called Boulenc and a side fermentation business called Suculenta, took me and a small group of friends for a drive to Santa Catarina Minas, Oaxaca, to visit mezcaliero Eduardo Javier Ángeles Carreño, better known as Lalo. He is a fourth-generation mezcaliero who distills under the brand name Lalocura with his family and a small team of helpers. At Lalo’s farm, he and his family grow maguey, then cook it, ferment it, and distill it into mezcal.

[image: ]
Me with mezcaliero Eduardo Javier Ángeles Carreño, better known as Lalo.


La piña is tough and woody. It needs to be pit-roasted for a few days for the fibers to soften and the sugars to caramelize. When we arrived at the farm, freshly roasted piñas had just been dug from the pit. They were still warm, just cool enough to handle. Lalo’s niece cut off pieces of one of the succulent piñas and we chewed on them, sucking all the rich, juicy sweetness out of them, then spit out the remaining fibers.

After roasting, the piñas are crushed into a pulp. At Lalocura this was done with direct human power. A rectangular pit built into the concrete floor contained the piña pulp, which was mashed with two massive wooden mallets. Then the pulp was mixed with water and fermented in huge wooden vats. Finally, it was distilled the traditional way, in clay barrel stills.

[image: ]
Chunks of roasted piña for us to taste.


Tequila is also made from la piña, and it can be regarded as a type of mezcal. Mezcal is made from many different maguey species, while tequila is defined as the product of a single maguey species, Agave tequilana Weber. Additionally, for tequila the piñas are typically steamed in ovens rather than roasted in pits, and distilled in copper rather than clay stills.

[image: ]
A hole built into the concrete floor and huge wooden mallets for crushing the roasted piñas into a pulp.


After seeing how the mezcal was made, we went into the tasting room, where there were dozens of glass carboys—narrow-necked bottles of roughly 5 gallon/20 liter capacity—each filled with a different mezcal. Some of them were distinguished by the variety of maguey they were made from: for example, espadin or tobasiche. Some were blends. One odd variant, called pechuga, involves adding fruit and a raw chicken to the mash being distilled. The building itself was literally a monument to maguey, built of adobe-like bricks made using bagaso, the residual maguey fibers left over after distilling mezcal.

[image: ]
Roasted piña pulp mixed with water fermenting in a big wooden tank. Note the cross floating in the center of it.


Before we could taste each variety, there was a bit of a sensory evaluation ritual. First, a little of the mezcal was poured into a gourd so we could observe small bubbles, las perlas, which we were told are a sign of quality. Then, a tiny bit of mezcal was poured into each person’s palm, and then we rubbed our palms together in order to feel the texture of the mezcal. Some were definitely more viscous than others. And the flavors were quite varied as well. It was great fun to focus so much attention on each one. I kept track of my favorites, and I bought a few bottles at the end to bring home. But honestly, the accumulation of a dozen tastes left me in no condition to remember each mezcal distinctly.


[image: ]
Mezcal dripping out of a clay still.



[image: ]
Carboys filled with different styles of mezcal, with bagaso bricks made with maguey fibers behind them.


What was reinforced for me that day was something I already knew: I love mezcal. It has such distinctive and intriguing flavors, and such smoothness. Even more, I love maguey. What an amazing plant, to thrive in such harsh, dry conditions, and to spawn two entirely different ways of processing and two beverages—mezcal and pulque—that each sustain so many people and are so culturally important.



ITALY



Winemaking in Umbria


In 2006, I was invited to visit a small farm in the countryside of Umbria, in central Italy, by a woman named Etain. I had enjoyed a lively correspondence with Etain about the unregulated underground food market of which she was part, during my research for The Revolution Will Not Be Microwaved, a book about grassroots food activist movements. When I finished writing the book, I was ready for a vacation, and the rolling hills of central Italy sounded very alluring.

Etain makes cheese from the milk of her small herd of sheep, as well as other value-added farm products. Until recent years, she had sold her cheese at the farmers market in town. But as European Union mandates came into conflict with customary local practices, she and other vendors found that their cheese and certain other products no longer met the commercial standards. So a group of them started a rotating, word-of-mouth, unsanctioned underground food market.

[image: ]
The barn at Etain’s farm, Pratale.



[image: ]
Etain and Jessieca processing vegetables in the courtyard at Pratale.


Arriving at Etain’s farm, Pratale, I was struck immediately by the house and the farm buildings—many hundreds of years old, all built from stone. The house had a number of bedrooms and a kitchen, each room opening onto a central courtyard, which at that time of year served as their living room, dining room, and workspace. Etain lives at Pratale with her partner, Martin, and her son. They host a rotating cast of international farm volunteers and visitors, some of whom visit regularly, as I came to learn. When I was there, they had a volunteer from the state of Maine, a man visiting from the Faroe Islands, and a Hakka Chinese woman, Jessieca, who was visiting with her German husband.

[image: ]
The vineyard at Pratale.


Etain and Martin use donkeys and horses for plowing and hauling, and they also raise chickens, ducks, and doves. By luck, I was there at grape-harvesting time. This farm is organized around the family’s diverse needs rather than production of any specialized crop. They have a vineyard, but it is small. Each of their flocks and herds is small. They have vegetable gardens, which were producing eggplants galore at the time I visited. They have pomegranates, and more figs than I have ever seen; they were eating and preserving as many as they could, but overripe fruits littered the ground around each tree. They also have a small stone and masonry wood-fired oven, and they bake all their own bread in it. The olives were not yet ripe during my stay, but olive trees were all around. Pratale is a back-to-the-land subsistence dream fulfilled.

[image: ]
One of Pratale’s donkeys, Otello, hauling crates full of grapes from the vineyard to the barn.


The most educational part of the week for me was being part of the grape harvest and winemaking. All week long, I enjoyed Pratale’s plentiful house wine, so it was satisfying to be able to help replenish the supply. A group of perhaps 8 or 10 of us picked grapes, mixing together different varieties—some green, some dark red. Under Martin’s close direction, the donkey, Otello, hauled crates full of grapes from the vineyard to the barn, where they were crushed using a clever old mechanical press. The press had two wooden rollers with interlocking grooves. A hand crank turned the rollers. Above the rollers was a wooden hopper, which we kept filling with grapes. As we cranked the rollers, the grapes passed between them, emptying, crushed, into a vessel below.

[image: ]
Martin feeding grapes into the press to crush them into juice.


The crushing yields a mass of grape skins, stems, and pulp in grape juice. Once the grapes were crushed, we were ready for lunch (accompanied by the previous year’s wine, of course). When we returned to the grape juice a few hours later, it was already a bubbling froth. Ripe grapes are so rich, both in yeast and in all the nutrients and conditions that the yeast need to thrive, that vigorous fermentation starts almost immediately. Etain and Martin left the fermenting grapes in open vessels to ferment for the first few frothy days, then strained the liquid, pressed the remaining juice from the solid residue, and transferred the fermenting wine to an airlocked barrel. At a small scale, in a place where grapes grow easily, and with a little bit of special equipment, winemaking is simple and straightforward.

[image: ]
Wine fermentation barrel with airlock in Pratale’s barn.




MEXICO

TEPACHE

Tepache is a wonderful, effervescent, lightly fermented
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Guarapo de Piña
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Fruit Enzymes
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Mead and Honey
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