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Introduction

I HEARD THE WORD KOMBUCHA for the first time in 2005. I was studying sustainable farming and ethno-botany in Costa Rica, where I was surrounded by an eccentric and eclectic group of green-living enthusiasts interested in such reverie as healthy eating, organic farming, and environmental protection. The location was a lush permaculture farm nestled in the wild jungle of the Caribbean coastline. The farm was superabundant with medicinal plants, native herbs, and fruit trees. When the trees bloomed, they dripped with exotic fruits and strange species that I had never seen in North America.

The cohabitants of the farm came in two categories: local Costa Ricans who had lived off the bounty of the jungle and ocean their entire lives, and North American and European travelers and students who were eager to get back to the land and investigate the transformative powers of local plants. One of the more well-read, experimental, and interesting of the eco-village residents was a French herbalist and cacao farmer named Tristan. Tristan had an infectious and bubbly personality and was always disappearing into the feral jungle or beach returning with mysterious roots, leaves, barks, mushrooms, and seeds of which he brewed into intriguing teas, tonics, and elixirs. One day, Tristan shared with me a sparkling tea-like concoction that he reported enhanced digestion, purified the liver, and balanced the body’s pH. He said it was a Chinese mushroom tea called “kombucha.” As he smiled with excitement, he explained, “It detoxifies our entire body and fights cancer, and it tastes like champagne.” Beaming with life and enthusiasm, Tristan would hold up mason jars full of a deep, golden liquid that resembled an over-brewed batch of sun-tea. It appeared effervescent, containing fizzy, floating bubbles and unidentified particulates that resembled a dismembered jellyfish. I don’t know if it was his embodiment of glowing health and infectious enthusiasm or the health claims he made about its capabilities, but my curiosity was seriously piqued, and I reluctantly took a sip.

It was tart, slightly sweet, and effervescent. It reminded me of sparkling apple cider that was mildly vinegary. I suspected there was something floral in it, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I didn’t consider myself to have a very cultivated palate, but I found myself suddenly deconstructing the tart beverage like a sommelier. Ginger? Granny Smith apples? It was tingly and thirst-quenching and refreshing. It had the characteristics of a soda without the sickly syrupy sweetness. The flavors were definitely unique, and they reminded me of the many times I had consumed something that confused and arrested my taste buds: sour beer, vinegar, strong medicinal herbal teas. At the time, I hadn’t had a beer in months and the slightly carbonated texture and amber color felt refreshing and comforting. I went in for another sip. And then another.

I continued to sip with curiosity and amusement. I felt the mood-elevating properties and its energizing effects almost immediately. Was it a placebo? Was it Tristan’s vivacious and sprightly disposition that was allowing me to get caught up in the instantaneous feeling of the life-changing qualities of this libation? My quest for answers to nutritional queries and fermentation science would later reveal to me that well-brewed kombucha is high in a spectrum of B vitamins, playing a major role in energy synthesis and neurological function. My curiosity continued to grow.

I enjoyed my experience drinking kombucha in the rainforest of Costa Rica, and I quickly went in search of the energizing elixir upon returning to the United States. At the time of my return in 2006, the beverage was gaining popularity and I noticed large drink coolers in my local health-food stores devoted to kombucha primarily and a few other probiotic drinks that were beginning to gain traction. Attractive glass bottles with eye-catching labels listed the health benefits of the ancient elixir inside. They seemed to pop up overnight. What struck me was that these new healthy beverage display cases were strikingly similar to the soft drink and beer coolers in convenient stores and gas stations that dominated the American landscape.

The similarity of the coolers and of the carbonated beverages they showcased forced me to reflect on what the media and current public health climate had been referring to as America’s “health crisis.” Diabetes, heart disease, tooth decay, kidney failure, mineral depletion, and obesity among both adults and children was on the rise, and nearly every day there was a news story discussing the current health epidemic. One of the reported culprits of the health crisis was excess calories and chemical exposure of sugary soft drinks that could be purchased at every fast-food restaurant and convenience store. They weren’t served in modest sizes fit for someone enjoying a guilty-pleasure snack. These calorie-dense refreshments of health-depleting properties were served in jumbo sizes. Liters, 20-ounce, 40-ounce, and even 64-ounce (just the thought makes me have to go to the bathroom) sizes were the norm and they were everywhere. Beverage coolers in gas stations, convenient stores, and supermarkets carried an exhausting variety of these unnaturally colored refreshments loaded with high-fructose corn syrup, artificial colors, endocrine disrupters, chemical preservatives, and synthetic stimulants. These were the beverages that health professionals had been attributing to the United States health crisis and obesity epidemic. I even questioned if these commentators and news reporters could fairly call this time in our history an “epidemic.” Ebola, bubonic plague, cholera, Asian flu, and typhus fever are historical health epidemics. They are hard to avoid and deadly. Was it scientifically sound and justifiable to label the state of American’s health an epidemic?

As I stood in front of the beverage display cases at my health-food store deciding which exotic flavor kombucha I was going to purchase, I was forced to ask myself: “Are probiotic drinks the answer to North America’s health epidemic?” Were people now able to enjoy bottled fizzy libations similar to alcohol and sugary soft drinks, but with physical- and mental-health promoting properties instead of health-depleting properties? I was beginning to see hope for desperate Americans with self-destructive dietary habits and chronically bankrupt health. Then, as I reached for my flavor of choice, I became glaringly aware of the alarming price tag. Bottled kombucha and other fizzy probiotic drinks were valued at a premium level. At the time, most of the varieties were priced between $4 and $6 per bottle. The sticker shock is what made me realize that if I was going to enjoy the daily health benefits of this magical beverage and share its healing properties with the world, I needed to find a way to brew this wonder drink at home for less . . . much less.

I ordered a culture online and got to work making my first batch of home-brewed kombucha. This was my first exposure to the magical powers, and exploratory process, of fermentation, or so I thought.

I am a descendent of German and Polish immigrants. The south side of Milwaukee, Wisconsin, where I grew up has deep German and Polish roots. Fermented cabbage—sauerkraut—graced our dinner table on a regular basis. It was an important accompaniment to many meals as well as family and social gatherings. Our next-door neighbor of Polish descent fermented crocks of her own sauerkraut in her garage.

The most common fermented preparation in my hometown that made itself evident to me at an impressionable age was malted barley, hops, and yeast alchemy: beer. Milwaukee is widely known as “Beer City.” German-bred Milwaukee was the hometown of many famous breweries including Miller, Blatz, Pabst Blue Ribbon, Shlitz, and Sprecher. So, I was no stranger to fermentation. It was deeply engrained in my cultural heritage and ethnic identity. It was all around me. Fermentation was responsible for many of my food habits, my connection to people and places, and was the very thing that brought my friends and family together.

At the time of my kombucha discovery, Costa Rica was the third country I had visited. My time working on a permaculture farm awakened a dormant curiosity of international travel and ethnobotany deep inside of me. It inspired my fascination with medicinal plants, superfoods, herbs, tonics, elixirs, teas, and health drinks. Furthermore, it developed my interest in how these traditional medicines are woven into the fabric of different cultures. I began my quest exploring the traditional knowledge and customs of people all over the world concerning plants and their medical, religious, and other uses. Fermentation and probiotic drinks became a major part of this quest. This fascination guided me to India to learn about Ayurvedic medicine and to study yoga. My search for medicinal teas and the origins of kombucha led me to the mountains and lowlands of China, where the first historical records of fermentation were found. This steered me toward traditional Chinese herbology, and the mind-body practices of ancient Chinese martial arts. At the time of writing this book, I have traveled to twenty-five countries exploring regional foods, languages, medicinal plants, local fermentations, and the synergistic way these all play a part in the health and identity of a culture and a region.

Since I met Tristan fourteen years ago, my experimentation and fascination has never stopped. Bubbling jars and crocks have become permanent fixtures and features in my kitchen, sometimes to the dismay of my family and previous housemates. Some of the recipes you will find in this book will be ready in days and others in weeks.

It’s important to note that I was drawn to the world of fermentation to address my own health challenges. I was born with a neurological condition that runs in my family called narcolepsy, which affects my control of sleep and wakefulness, causing excessive daytime sleepiness. In some individuals, it can cause sudden uncontrollable sleep attacks. The interesting thing about narcolepsy is that, under western medicine, it is considered a neurological disorder and is treated with stimulants. Under many forms of alternative medicine, it is considered a digestive disorder. One method for treating narcolepsy and increasing the body’s production of the alertness and wakefulness hormone, orexin, is by incorporating probiotics and fermented foods into the diet. Consuming fermented drinks, mainly kombucha, has greatly improved the quality of my and my family’s lives. Needless to say, this book is very personal and an honor to write.

Well-known anthropologist Margaret Mead famously wrote “Food is for gifting,” meaning that there is something more symbolic than just nutrition. Food and drink are meant to be exchanged and shared among family and friends. Consider this book a gift of health as well as a small contribution to the fermentation revival. A revival of ancient foods for the modern gut. This book was also written in defense of bacteria, which has been given a bad rap and have been under attack by uninformed doctors, antibacterial hand soaps, hand sanitizers, antibiotics, chlorinated tap water, and pesticides.

This book is the solution to those who would like to be sipping health-reviving kombucha every day but previously thought they couldn’t afford to. The Joy of Home Brewing Kombucha is a book that shows you how to create healthy nonalcoholic fermented drinks for you and your family right in your kitchen using minimal equipment and ingredients. The recipes are designed to be easy to follow and are organized by popular drink categories. Nourish the bounty of friendly organisms that exist in these recipes so that they can, in turn, nourish you. You and your family will always have access to healthy and affordable nonalcoholic fermented drinks to sip on and enjoy. The Joy of Home Brewing Kombucha is full of nutritional DIY kitchen projects for all your favorite fermented drinks. As a health-conscious culinary enthusiast, you will now be armed with basic skills and encouraged to experiment with nutritious ferments in your own kitchen. Cheers to your health!



Disclaimer:


I am not a doctor, and the information in this book is not meant to be a substitute for professional medical care or advice. Some members of the medical and scientific community don’t believe in the information written in these pages. Listen to your body, do your own research, experiment, and remember that not everything works for every person. It is imperative that I emphasize that kombucha and fermented drinks are not a cure for narcolepsy or any other specific disease, but they certainly may help. If you are suffering from any ailment whatsoever, it is strongly suggested you see a qualified, licensed medical professional. Throughout the years, I have worked at a variety of wellness centers, fitness clubs, yoga studios, chiropractic clinics, and health-food stores, and I have seen the transformative powers of probiotic drinks in myself and other people.
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CHAPTER 1

A Brief History of Fermentation and Kombucha, and the Health Benefits of Probiotic Drinks

“Fermented foods may be the slowest and oldest fast
food. The main ingredients in fermenting are your desire
to play and time to wait. Some curiosity, a bit of optimism
and an ability embrace naivety helps too.”

—Sharon Flynn, author of Ferment for Good:
Ancient Foods for the Modern Gut

MAKING PROBIOTIC-RICH FERMENTED DRINKS AND foods is not a revolutionary concept. Cultures around the world have been making fermented foods for health and longevity for thousands of years. Fermentation is the oldest form of food preservation, and it has numerous health benefits that go beyond preventing food from spoiling. Evidence exists of people fermenting drinks from all parts of the world as early as 7000 BC. The fermented probiotic drinks in this book and the ones found in your health-food store seem like a contemporary phenomenon, but the truth is that we know people consumed them in multiple different ancient cultures. Evidence can be found in sacred historical books such as the Bible and ancient Hindu texts.

The oldest documented fermented beverage was recorded in 7000 BC from a Neolithic village in the Henan Province of China. It was a wine-like fermentation brewed from rice, honey, Hawthorne fruit, and grapes. For the next few thousand years, many ancient cultures all over the world continued making a variety of different fermented drinks. Archeologists found evidence that Egyptians made wine from herbs, grapes, and tree resin. There are further findings that Egyptians wrote down thousands of herbal prescriptions and therapeutic cocktails that used fermented drinks as dispensing agents. The Incas of the Andes mountains crafted a beer-like fermentation made from corn and human saliva called Chicha. In Mesoamerica, currently modern-day Honduras, people brewed a “chocolate” wine from fermenting the sacred cacao plant. The ancient Nordics made a complex hybrid fermentation called Grog in which cereal grains were fermented and steeped with cranberries, lingonberries, and honey. This concoction was further infused with herbs such as bog myrtle, yarrow, juniper, and birch tree resin.

Many of these ancient fermented drinks had elevated alcohol content that prevented illness and infections by killing bacteria and parasites in contaminated water. A secondary benefit of alcoholic ferments was that they served as pain relievers and muscle relaxants. Alcohol could dissolve compounds that water couldn’t, which allowed ancient brewers to experiment with more health-promoting additives such as leaves, roots, barks, berries, nectars, honey, tree saps, and resins. During fermentation, yeast and bacteria breaks down ingredients into easily digestible nutrients that the body can absorb quicker and easier. These original fermentations were designed to administer the nutritional properties of plants. Ancient medicines were delivered by way of fermented beverages.

In his book The Barbarians’s Beverage: A History of Beer in Ancient Europe, fermentation historian Max Nelson discusses the many medicinal forms of early fermentations that resembled beer. Various fruits, plants, and even crushed up earthworms were put into beer for medicinal reasons. He reports that beer with crushed garlic was consumed for poisonous bites and beer drank warm with salt was a remedy against coughs. Cultures all over the world crafted their own versions of beer-like ferments, but they were far from the pasteurized pale filtered Budweiser people guzzle today. In fact, it’s probably unfair for me to use terms like wine, beer, or alcohol because they are modern terms referring to libations that people enjoy now for different reasons and with very different recipes. Ancient fermentations were dispensing agents, a medium for delivering herbal medicines.
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