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The Dish on
Fermented Foods

By Cristina Africano and Chris Frost McKee 

Fermented foods seem to be on the rise once again as a food trend for  
health. But why, many people ask? What is it about fermented foods that people are 
after? Put simply, it’s all about our gut health.
Our intestinal bacteria, generally called our gut health or gut flora, are responsible 
for producing important nutrients for us, including vitamins B and K. They help 

us break down nutrients from our foods we otherwise would not be able to digest, as well as 
helping to outcompete invading pathogens that could lead to sickness, be it a simple virus or 
more. Our intestines are lined with immune cells, directly correlated with our overall immunity 
and health. The more we support our gut flora, the better it can perform in just these important 
tasks alone.

Fermented foods are full of what is broadly 
known as beneficial bacteria that aid in sup-
porting our intestinal health.  The lactic acid 
bacteria (LAB) found in fermented foods is 
a natural form of probiotics, or live microor-
ganisms, that when ingested help us pre-digest 
foods making nutrients more bio-available for 
our bodies to utilize. Our body more easily 
obtains minerals, proteins become more digest-
ible, and the nutritional value of what is being 
fermented increases, allowing our bodies to 
benefit exponentially by just simply consuming 
the fermented food.

Fermentation is also known to limit inflam-
mation in the body, and detoxify the food 
that is being fermented. For example, certain 

pesticide residues on vegetables are known to 
biodegrade in the fermentation process. With 
this noted, it is still however highly suggested 
and encouraged that organic produce is to be 
mainly consumed for avoidance of all pesticide 
residues, and to be used when purchasing 
ferments or fermenting at home.

Another miracle aspect of fermented foods is 
its affect on our mental health. Serotonin is a 
neurotransmitter that is known to affect our 
emotions, sleep, appetite, and help reduce 
pain.  It is said that around 95% of our 
serotonin is produced in our beloved intestinal 
tract, so it would make sense that our digestive 
system not only helps us digest foods, but also 
directly affects our emotions. LAB and other 

beneficial bacteria play a direct role on the 
health of our serotonin levels, protecting them 
from toxins and “bad” bacteria.

The LAB found in fermentation increases the 
beneficial microbe count, or healthy gut flora, 
in our gut making little to no room left for 
harmful pathogens to populate and cause harm. 
Furthermore, not only does the LAB compete 
with harmful bugs for room in our gut system, 
they also act as antibodies, working specifical-
ly and actively against gastric and intestinal 
pathogens. 

So where does this lactic acid bacteria (LAB) 
come from? LAB surprisingly is found on all 
plants, and is among the first bacteria that a 
newborn baby is exposed to in childbirth. LAB 
is responsible for turning milk into cheese, 
yogurt and sour cream, cabbage into sauer-
kraut, and flour and water into sourdough, to 
name just a few of its creations. When given 
the right environment to thrive, such as liquid 
brine found in the fermentation of sauerkraut, 
this common yet perhaps unappreciated pro-
biotic outcompetes all other bacteria to grow, 
inhibiting food spoilage while simultaneously 
adding all of the benefits mentioned above, 
such as pre-digestion, adding nutritional value, 
and detoxification, to revisit a few. LAB is what 
creates the taste and texture found in fermented 
foods – that tangy, sour taste so many of us 
have come to love. 

The beneficial aspects of pre-digestion, nu-
tritional value increase, and possible detox-
ification are present in fermentation before 
and even after some foods are cooked such 
as sourdough breads or tempeh. Yet there are 
specific strains of LAB found in fermented 
vegetables where it is important to keep the 
fermented food as a raw live cultured food, 
and not heat past 115F/47C in order for the 

FERMENTED- SOURDOUGH BREAD
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LAB and probiotics to remain viable. This will help you identify true, 
live cultured fermented foods in the grocery store – anything that is 
shelf stable has been pasteurized and therefore does not contain any of 
the benefits mentioned. All live cultured probiotic rich fermented foods 
will be found in the refrigerated section of your local grocery store, or 
may this be an inspiration for you to make your own fermented foods 
at home! 

Let it be known, though, that eating fermented foods is not the cure-all. 
The idea is to add this hugely beneficial form of live-cultured foods into 
our daily repertoire, along with the usual exercise, hydration, whole 
foods nutrition, and adequate sleep. Yet there have been plenty of stud-
ies that do account the addition of fermented foods to add many health 
benefits to our overall well being. 

Sandor Katz, a phenomenal and globally known fermenter and author, 
could not have put it better himself when he said, “Fermented foods 
were not exactly human inventions; they are natural phenomena that 
people observed and then learned how to cultivate.” This came from  
a state of necessity, from an age before refrigeration and the need for  
preservation. Those who learned how to cultivate fermentation became 
our grandparents, or our grandparents’ grandparents, and shared with  
us their kimchi from Korea, their sauer-
kraut from Germany, or curtido from 
El Salvador. What we are receiving 
today in our country is the blend of 
multi cultural ferments stemming 
from traditions of all over the world. 

So why now? Why is fermentation  
so popular today? With this day  
and age of antibiotics, antibacterial 
hand gels and sprays, and a gener-
alized fear of germs, our micro flora 
is a fraction of what generations 
in the past have had. So the call to 
fermented foods is for us to replenish 
what we have lost, to rebuild our 
healthy gut system, and to teach our 
next generations to come that this is 
part of a strong foundation of good 
health and well being. ✦

THERE ARE A WIDE VARIETY OF FERMENTED PRODUCTS TO ENJOY
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