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fermented  
foods 101
Can dishes that have effectively gone 
bad, be good for you?  by Anya Hoffman

 R
ecently, natural food experts have been bubbling 
over with enthusiasm for fermented foods like 
sauerkraut, yogurt, and kimchi. Fermentation 
fans claim that these lactic acid–producing 

products are not only delicious and easy to make, but are 
also packed with probiotics that aid digestion and keep us 
healthy. Are they onto something? Here, what you need 
to know and how to introduce these foods to your family. 

AN AGE-OLD TECHNIQUE

�e truth is, fermented foods are hardly new: people have 
been using fermentation as a preservation technique since 
our ancestors �rst started making clay pots. “�is has been 
working for humans for thousands of years,” says Fred Breidt, 
a microbiologist with the U.S. Department of Agricultural 
Research Service.

As opposed to canning, which relies on high heat to 
destroy lingering microorganisms, fermentation puts good 
bacteria to work. During the fermentation process, naturally 
occurring lactic acid bacteria—which Breidt describes as  
“the world’s champion killer of other bacteria”—start acting 
as a potent preservative, producing acids that keep foods safe 
to eat, while creating that characteristic sour-pickle taste. 

But are these good bacteria actually good for you and 
your kids? One study out of Spain found that a lack of 
fermented foods in a diet can decrease immune-system 
response among adults, and there’s reason to believe these 
results apply to children as well. “If you expose kids to 
outside bacteria sources, they’ll grow up with a more 
robust immune system,” explains Jess Kolko, a registered 
dietitian in Austin, Texas and a member of the KIWI 
advisory board. Plus, she adds, the high probiotic content 
of fermented foods can help keep children’s digestive 
systems running smoothly, especially after a round of 
bacteria-busting antibiotics.  

Another bene�t: “Fermentation creates strong �avors 
that people get excited about,” says Sandor Ellix Katz, the 
author of �e Art of Fermentation—and introducing young 
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Chicken-apple sausages with carrot and 
cucumber pickles
Making pickles is simple, but requires patience—plan on starting  
3 to 4 days ahead. Be sure to clean your veggies well before using. 

Active time: 20 minutes     Total time: 4 days

4  cloves garlic, peeled  
Several sprigs fresh dill
1�  tablespoons unrefined sea salt
�  teaspoon black peppercorns
2  carrots, peeled and cut into sticks
5  Kirby cucumbers, ends cut off, 1 whole and 4 sliced into spears
2  cups water
4  nitrate-free chicken-apple sausages
4  whole wheat hot dog buns

1. To make the pickles, place the garlic, dill, salt, and peppercorns into a 

clean, quart-size Mason jar. Add the carrot and cucumber spears and cover 

with the water. Shake gently to mix. To keep the veggies submerged, cut the 

remaining cucumber in half crosswise, lay it on top of the vegetables, and 

cover the jar with the lid. Leave at room temperature.

2. After 3 to 4 days, open the jar. (Air bubbles at the top are normal, as is a 

bit of film on the water’s surface, which can be skimmed off.) If the veggies 

have a strong odor, a slimy texture, or mold, discard. The cucumbers should 

taste like a half-sour pickle. Keep the jar in the fridge until ready to use. 

3. Heat a grill pan over medium-high heat. Prick sausages with a fork and 

grill, turning often, until cooked through and lightly browned, 8 to 10 minutes. 

4. Put buns on the grill and heat until lightly toasted, 1 to 2 minutes. Serve 

sausages on the buns, accompanied by the carrot and cucumber pickles.

Serves 4

Per serving: calories 346, fat 9 g, protein 24 g, carbohydrates 44 g, dietary 

fiber 6 g, sugar 4 g P
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children to this sour, but delicious taste can help expand 
their developing palettes.

The one thing to watch for when buying fermented 
foods, though, is the high sodium content often found in  
commercial products, cautions Kolko. Making your own pickles 
and krauts, however, can be a way to avoid the salt overload. 

BUT IS IT SAFE?

Fermentation is “one of the safest technologies we know 
for foods,” says Breidt. Unlike with canning, if something 
goes wrong during the fermentation process, you’ll know: 
the food will have a strong, unpleasant odor or a slimy 
texture, or you’ll see fuzzy mold on the surface. But, simply 
taking a few precautions can help prevent problems. Wash 
vegetables well before fermenting and consider buying a 
fermentation lock (available online or at wine stores) to 
prevent gas buildup. �at’s one of the only products you’ll 
need: when making these foods at home, you don’t have 
to use canning tongs, pressure cookers, or other special 
equipment—vegetables, a glass jar or ceramic crock, water, 
salt, and time will do. 

Want to get your family on board? �ere are plenty of 
ways to incorporate these healthy foods into your child’s 
diet. “Reaching for real fermented foods—rather than foods 
with added probiotics—is best,” says Kolko. Try pairing 
unsweetened soy or coconut ke�r with cereal and berries, 
or using plain yogurt in a nutrient-packed green smoothie. 
Here are two simple recipes to get started. 

Labneh with homemade pita chips

Labneh, a cheese made from yogurt, is an easy, traditional Middle 
Eastern dish. Serve with crisp pita chips as a �lling snack.

Active time: 15 minutes     Total time: 24 hours

4  cups whole-milk yogurt
�   teaspoon kosher salt or sea salt, divided
2  tablespoons olive oil, divided
1  teaspoon smoked paprika
�  teaspoon garlic powder
Freshly ground black pepper, to taste
2  whole wheat pitas, sliced into wedges
1  teaspoon finely chopped fresh oregano

1. In a medium-size bowl, combine yogurt and � teaspoon salt. 

2. Line a colander or large sieve with cheesecloth or a thin dishtowel; set 

over a deep bowl. Put yogurt in the colander and fold the cheesecloth 

edges over the yogurt to cover. Leave at room temperature 12 to 24 hours. 

3. Preheat oven to 350º. Combine 1 tablespoon olive oil, paprika, garlic 

powder, � teaspoon salt, and freshly ground black pepper in a large bowl. 

Add pita and toss well to coat. Spread in one layer on a baking sheet and 

bake for 10 to 15 minutes, tossing once, until pita is brown and crisp.

4. Meanwhile, gently press on the strained yogurt with a wooden spoon 

to squeeze out remaining liquid. Set aside or discard the liquid. Spoon 

strained yogurt onto a plate. Drizzle with remaining tablespoon olive oil, 

oregano, and salt and pepper to taste. Serve with toasted pita chips. 

Serves 4

Per serving: calories 149, fat 8 g, protein 3 g, carbohydrates 18 g, dietary 

fiber 3 g, sugar 0 g
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