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Lacto-Fermentation 
Lacto-fermentation is a microbial process carried out by naturally occurring bacteria which are considered to 
be beneficial to our digestive systems (i.e. probiotic).  The name is somewhat deceiving because despite the 
“lacto” in its name, no dairy products are required to get started.  It comes from a strain of lactic-acid 
bacteria Lactobacillus (from which lacto-fermentation gets its name).   

Lactic acid bacteria occur on the surface of most plants, especially those growing close to the ground.  Lactic 
acid bacteria thrive in an anaerobic environment (one without oxygen), an environment where harmful 
bacteria are less likely to grow. 

Lacto-fermentation starts with a brine, the first step in creating the necessary anaerobic environment.  The 
salt in the brine kills off the harmful bacteria which cannot tolerate the salty environment.  In addition, 
tightly-packed product deprives aerobic bacteria of oxygen so it starts to die off.  Anaerobic bacteria 
eliminate oxygen in the jar through the production of carbon dioxide.  That’s why we don’t do lacto-
fermentation in a sealed jar.  The gas needs to escape and without an outlet, the jar would simply explode. 

The remaining lactobacillus convert sugars in the food to lactic acid.  The lactic acid lowers the pH.  The acidic 
environment further inhibits the growth harmful bacteria.  It’s also perfect for preserving the food.  Lactic 
acid provides the distinctive tang present in lacto-fermented foods. 

There are two styles.  The one you use depends on the vegetable being fermented.   

Wet-brining starts with a brine.  For example, this is how you’d ferment cucumbers into sour or half-
sour pickles 

Dry-salting is when you massage salt into shredded vegetables, such as cabbage, to draw the liquid 
out of the vegetables to create the brine.   

 

General Lacto-Fermention Tips 
When making a brine, note that chlorine can inhibit the bacteria needed by the fermentation process, so if 
you use chlorinated tap water, take the time to let the water sit out for a few hours to allow the chlorine 
evaporate.  

Always use non-iodized salt.  Iodine, which is added to most table salt, inhibits the pickling process.  Kosher 
and sea salt are iodine-free. 

You don’t have to sterilize the container, but I usually fill it with boiling water and let it sit while I prepare the 
ingredients. 

The vegetables will float in the brine so they need to weighted down to keep them submerged.  You can use a 
ziplock bag filled with brine, a jar a little smaller than your container’s opening, or purchased weights (like 
MasonCaps Pickling Pebbles). 

The container used for fermenting cannot be sealed tight.  Carbon dioxide builds up, and if it isn’t vented, it 
might explode.  If what you are using to weight down the contents mostly fills the opening, this leaves 
enough space for the CO2 to escape.  You don’t want too much exposed because you want to minimize the 
air coming in.  Another option is an airlock.  I use Pickle Pipes, simple silicon airlocks from MasonJars.  They 
allow the CO2 out of the jar, but don’t allow air in.  You can also get fancier airlock devices.  I think using the 
weight to block most of the opening is sufficient. 
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Sauerkraut 

Makes 1 quart 
 
1 small cabbage, about 2 pounds 
1 Tbsp fine sea salt 
 
Wash the outside of the cabbage before cutting it.  Remove any blemished leaves.  Remove one 
“good” leaf and set aside. 

Quarter the cabbage through its core.  Working one quarter at a time, core the quarter, then 
slice thinly across the grain.  Add the slices to a large bowl and sprinkle with salt.  Repeat for 
each quarter.  

Using your hands, toss the cabbage and the salt and then massage the salt into the cabbage.  
Liquid will start to come out of the cabbage and mix with the salt to make a brine.  Keep 
massaging the cabbage for about 5 minutes, until it is limp. 

Pack the cabbage into a quart-sized jar.  Add a large handful, then tamp it down tightly with a 
wooden spoon or a muddler.  Continue until the jar is almost full.  In a traditional canning jar, 
stop when the shoulders narrow to the opening.  You might have some cabbage leftover.  Don’t 
overfill.   

The cabbage should be submerged in brine.  If it isn’t, make additional brine by dissolving 1 Tbsp 
uniodized salt in 1 cup of water.  Add to jar to cover. 

From the reserved cabbage leaf, cut out a circle the size of the jar.  Tuck it into the opening to 
cover the contents and help keep everything submerged.  Place a weight on top of the leaf.  
Cover with a vented top, if using. 

Set in a cool dark place to ferment.  Check it every few days to ensure that the cabbage stays 
submerged.  Add additional brine as needed.  You should see the first signs of fermentation 
after a few days. 

Full fermentation will take a while.  The warmer the temperature, the quicker it happens.  In the 
summer, it could happen in 2 weeks.  In the fall, before you turn on the heat, it could take a 
month or more.   

The cabbage will turn translucent when its ready.  When you think it’s ready, taste it to see if it 
has the fermented flavor you like.  Once its fermented to your taste, cover tightly and store in 
the refrigerator. 
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Resources 
Websites: 
MasonTops:  https://www.masontops.com/pages/community-resources 

ReCap Mason Jars: https://masonjars.com/community/recipes/fermentation.html  

Sandor Katz’s website: https://www.wildfermentation.com/ 

Kirsten and Christopher Shockey’s website:  http://ferment.works  

Well Preserved blog: http://www.wellpreserved.ca/  

Northwest Edible Life blog: https://nwedible.com/food-preservation-index/  

Fermentation Matrix with mix-and-match ideas: 

https://www.saveur.com/more-fun-with-fermentation  

Books: 
Books by Sandor Katz 

• Wild Fermentation 

• The Art of Fermentation 

Fermented Vegetables by Kirsten Shockey and Christopher Shockey 
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