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Why Ferment Vegetables?
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They may have a pungent taste and smell, but the health and wellness benefits of fermented vegetables simply cannot be overlooked. These tasty – albeit intense – treats can make you look and feel better, and are incredibly easy to produce right at home. If you have a surplus of produce from the garden this summer, consider pickling some of the leftovers. Vegetables are low in acid, unlike fruits. This can create a situation where the veggies are more likely to deteriorate before they can be eaten or processed, so fermentation helps them stick around a little longer.

Fermented foods are those that have undergone the process of lactofermentation. Simply put, lactofermentation is when certain types of bacteria feed, and consequently multiply, on the starches and sugars in foods. This process allows the food to be preserved, and also creates several nutritious byproducts, such as B vitamins, essential fatty acids, probiotics, and helpful enzymes. 
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A History Lesson
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Fermentation was originally used as a way to preserve food. Ancient civilizations without the benefit of cold storage needed to keep the food they harvested for as long as possible. Anthropologists tell us that the first fermented foods that humans consumed were likely fruits. Once alcohol was discovered as a way to preserve food, bread making and fermentation really gained popularity. The first place that vegetables were fermented was probably China. They developed molds that were used to keep vegetables from rotting too soon to be enjoyed. 

The process of fermenting food has undergone many changes throughout cultures and historical periods. However, it is something that has primarily been passed down from generation to generation and from older family members to younger. Cooking and food preparation is an important part of community and family bonds. So while there might not be history books written about food fermentation, it's a skill and a process that has been shared over the last hundreds and even thousands of years. It is traditional.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Benefits

[image: ]


Fermented foods are high in probiotics. Probiotics help to regulate your gastrointestinal health, protecting against bloat, constipation, and other digestive problems. In addition, because your gut contains more than 70 percent of your immune system, maintaining a healthy GI tract can help reduce the number of colds and other illnesses you pick up.

Having the right balance of bacteria in your GI tract will also help you digest food more effectively. Through the process of digestion, it is common for many crucial nutrients to be lost. However, the bacteria in your gut can do a lot of this work for you. By consuming fermented foods with high levels of probiotics, you won't need to rely on multivitamins or other supplements. 

This can save you money in the long run, as it is more difficult for your body to absorb nutrients in pill vitamin-form than it is in its natural fermented state. Fermented vegetables can be inexpensive or free to make, especially if you use produce from your own garden.  You can choose any kind of vegetable you like, or have an overabundance of, and can add them to salads, eat them as snacks, or include them in a wide variety of culinary options. 

Consuming fermented foods can also help eliminate cravings for unhealthy foods, such as sugar and refined carbohydrates. Bacteria feed on sugars, so regulating your internal microbiome can help your digestive bacteria adapt to a healthier diet. 

Best yet, fermented foods are absolutely delicious. They add new depth, tanginess, and crunch to foods you ordinarily may not have had any interest in eating. If you are interested in diversifying and improving the nutrition of your regular diet, you have to consider fermenting vegetables this year.
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How to Ferment Vegetables at Home
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Fermenting vegetables is a quick and easy process that can be mastered with little effort. Fermented vegetables can last months in your refrigerator, and because just about any vegetable can be fermented, there are hundreds of different recipes and methods with which you can experiment.
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Equipment and Containers
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Fermenting vegetables does not require much in the way of specialized equipment. You will need a good knife to chop your ingredients, along with a solid cutting board that is easy to sanitize. You will also need a fermentation vessel and mason jars, either wide- or regular- mouth depending on your preferences. Do not use plastic containers, as these may leach contaminants into your vegetables. Make sure you don't use metal, because the acid will corrode it. You also don't want any dents, scratches or other anomalies to the containers that will allow bad bacteria or other substances to creep in.

Some people choose to use airlock fermentation systems, as these provide a foolproof mechanism for preventing mold and releasing gases during fermentation. These are made by manufacturers such as Fermentools, and fit right onto your existing mason jars. You can use these for large batches of vegetables without having to worry about extra work during the fermentation process.
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The Process
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First, prepare your vegetables for fermentation. You can chop, shred, slice or dice your ingredients. Some people even choose to leave them whole. Whatever you do, try to ensure that all of your pieces are roughly the same shape and size. This will help ensure everything processes evenly. 

Next, you will need to consider your starter. Some people use salt or a combination of salt and whey. Others opt for premade starter cultures. All of these options work, but your preferences may vary depending on your diet or the type of vegetable you are fermenting. 

Salt helps promote the fermenting process by slowing the growth of undesirable microorganisms. It was traditionally used to preserve foods long before refrigeration came on the scene. Salt also helps pull moisture from food, which bacteria needs to thrive. Sea salt works best for fermentation. 

On the other hand, using salt plus starter cultures or whey can help speed up the fermentation process because it provides for a wider variety of microorganisms. Whey is dairy-based, so if you have sensitivities, this option is not for you. 

Prepare the brine and starter culture, making sure you use water that is free from contaminants. Good sources of water include spring water or distilled water. You can also use tap or well water, just make sure it has not been treated with fluoride or chlorine, or that is not too hard or soft. 

Pack the vegetables into jars and then cover with the brine solution. You also need
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