
The World of Fermentation 

Published 31 August 2026, with Ken Albala.

Ken Albala’s latest book is The World Atlas of Fermented Foods and 
Drinks, from California University Press. It covers fermented food and 
drink from every continent, but there are no recipes and although the 
selections very broad, it’s emphatically not an encyclopaedia.

Ken: You know, I don’t think an encyclopaedia of fermented food 
would even be possible. I don’t think any one person in one lifetime 
could ever put something like that together, because the same 
product will have different names in two different places, will be made 
two different ways, even though they’re really the same thing. And you 
know, that kind of level of detail and intricacy would have driven me 
mad. Honestly, there was no way I could, you know, I think even ... 
Very interestingly, this book was blurbed by Sandor Katz, who was 
the, you know, acknowledged guru of fermentation. And even he 
admitted there was stuff in this book he’d never heard of.

Jeremy: Well, you heard of it. I mean, how did how did you make the 
selection?

Ken: Well, it was partly things that I like and things that I have had 
direct contact with. Most, I mean, most of my travel is really in 
Europe. So it was not drawn from global experience, but I think I used 
a lot of scientific literature. And the danger of that was that most of 
that is very driven toward making industry profit. And I think that that 
sometimes, it was not very good. Also sometimes the scientific 
literature got the procedure wrong or I didn’t ... Or maybe identified 
the microbes responsible, but really had no idea what the cultural 
context was. And that’s what I was really looking for in the book. And, 
you know, for some of the more obscure things, I just had to depend 
on someone on the ground doing scientific research on it, usually 
trying to develop it into a product that some company could market 
abroad. And I think that comes with its, you know, dangers in and of 
itself.
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Jeremy: Well, I think ... I mean, I think that scientific literature comes 
through because you’ve given the species names for all these very 
obscure bacteria, fungi, what have you. But the product thing is 
interesting because what you said earlier about different ferments 
having different names when they’re the same ferment and the 
product being the same, but maybe having different names. That’s not 
at all true of industrial products.

Ken: Well, it’s because they take one isolated microbe that they know 
is going to be very strong. And of course, we’ve been doing this in the 
West for ages. Bread is Saccharomyces, you know, the beer yeast is 
very specifically isolated by Carlsberg in the 19th century. So we get 
very predictable results. And that’s not the way things work in nature. 
They work with communities of microbes, very complex and very 
changeable from season to season and place to place. And people 
presumably in the past learned to work with the microbes that they 
had in hand. When you use one specific isolated microbe, you’re 
getting a much simpler product. You’re getting something that is often 
shelf stable or can be sold abroad.

And my concern, what I kind of discovered through the research is 
that usually benefits some company trying to sell the ingredient or 
the starter or something, that’s going to benefit usually men, usually 
the scientists and the company, which often takes it, the product, out 
of the hands of the people who’ve traditionally made it, which is at 
the communal level, it’s women. And it’s a product that they sold 
locally and increasingly they’re ... I mean, the case that that I think is 
the most glaring is Iru, which is this fermented ... Parkia biglobosa. It’s a 
legume, basically, that grows on a tree. And the beans are fermented 
in a very, very complex procedure.

Jeremy: Where? Where?

Ken: This is in Nigeria and West Africa in general. And it’s got this 
very intense ammonia kind of aroma, but it tastes like chocolate. It’s 
got this lovely ... And you cook with it and it makes these very 
complex flavours in dishes and cooked dishes. And in the 1950s and 
60s, Nestlé introduced Maggi cubes, which are now the universal 
default in African cooking for everyone, because it’s cheap and it’s 
available and you don’t have to spend hours and hours. But there are 
still women who make this traditional, er — Iru, was the name, at 
least in Nigeria. It’s got other names elsewhere — and they are not 
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passing on that knowledge to their daughters or granddaughters. And 
there’s not really a market anymore because people are going to a 
grocery and buying Maggi cubes and not depending on the local 
market anymore.

So what I found fascinating about this one, as I dug deeper into it, I 
found that this American — well, he’s American now, but he was from 
Africa — a guy named Tunde Wey, who’s a chef in the U.S., wanted to 
sell this product and not have it come from a factory. He wanted the 
local women to make it. And it was ... the brand name was 
FCKNSTLE or something like that, which you spell it, sound it out, it 
says Fuck Nestle. And he partnered with Burlap and Barrel, which was 
a very reputable spice company. And I don’t know if anyone actually 
used the product because it is ... because Americans don’t know what 
to do with this. Maybe, you know, Nigerian expats certainly could be a 
market for it. But I think his, you know, sense of social responsibility 
meant that he was not going to just exploit the product and leave the 
local women out.

Jeremy: But it kind of gets to the point of a lot of the reasons 
people are encouraged to eat fermented foods and to maybe do their 
own fermentation is to do with health benefits. But two questions 
really. I mean, first of all, do industrial fermented foods have the health 
benefits? You say they’re shelf stable. That presumably means whatever 
was in them is dead. So let’s deal with that first.

Ken: Sure. So if you look, I mean, probiotics is a multibillion dollar 
industry now. And if you go into any supermarket, you’ll see yogurt 
that says live Lactobacillus bacteria. And the assumption is that this 
somehow goes into your body, aids your whole gut microbiome. And 
then you get health benefits or a better functioning lymph or a better 
brain gut connection, or whatever it may be. And people have always 
said, well, recently have said, that stuff is killed in your stomach acid 
immediately. And very recent studies have said, it doesn’t matter. It 
still actually has a benefit even though those microbes are dead. But 
what people don’t understand is that’s not the really important 
microbe that’s inside of you. It’s not ... You know, this goes back to Elie 
Metchnikoff, who in the late 19th, early 20th century decided that 
Bulgarian people lived to be 100 and therefore we should eat yogurt 
just like they do. And we’ll all be healthy. And it of course caught on in 
a very, very big way, when yogurt is really not the thing that’s very 
important. What’s important as a probiotic is vegetables. You know, if 
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you eat things that the microbes would like to munch on, you’ll be 
perfectly healthy. So it doesn’t actually have to be fermented itself.

Jeremy: And Metchnikoff ’s, um, reasoning, if you like, the scientific 
foundations on which he built this edifice turned out to be 
completely doolally. I mean ...

Ken: Yeah, I mean, he was a serious scientist. Unlike, say, Kellogg, you 
know, and that ilk of people who just decided that gut health was ... 
and intestinal flora, as they called it then, and roughage and things like 
that which turn out are very good for you, but I don’t think he really 
understood why. It’s because the bacteria and microbes in your 
stomach actually eat those. I mean, they digest them. So that’s what 
creates gas and it creates, you know, a good healthy gut biome, which 
apparently has been really compromised by things we do. Antibiotics 
and, you know, the whole array of antibacterial soaps we put on our 
hands and the fact that we eat really sterilised food and most people 
don’t eat dirt anymore. You know, we used to eat a lot. Everything we 
eat now is sterilised basically.

Jeremy: But also on the on the health benefits. You mentioned 
several ferments where — I’m thinking of pozole and other maize 
ferments — where the fermentation actually does make more 
nutrition available.

Ken: Yeah. There are a whole slew of examples where the processing 
makes bioavailable nutrients that wouldn’t be otherwise and that no 
one really ever understood why this was working. You know, in the 
past, they presumably, the people who did it survived at a better rate 
and passed on those techniques to their progeny. But it turns out 
there are a lot of things like that when you ferment. I mean, the best 
example is soybeans, which not only taste really bad if you eat a soy, a 
mature soybean, they’re really just kind of dank. I don’t find the 
flavour very good, but when you ferment it, all sorts of vitamins and 
nutrients come out that wouldn’t be otherwise. And so presumably 
people who were making miso paste and soy sauce and fermenting 
soy into natto or things like that were getting much more nutrients 
than, than if they hadn’t.

Jeremy: Natto is, um, a bit of a bit of a dividing point for people.

Ken: Yes.
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Jeremy: I mean, I mean, I’ve never tasted it.

Ken: Oh, really? Oh, gosh.

Jeremy: Tell us about natto.

Ken: So when I teach a class and I want to really divide students to 
show that what they grew up with is what they will probably like, and 
their aversions are not biological, they’re really culturally seeded. So I 
bring blue cheese in, and most of my Asian students find that really 
horrifying, you know, eating the mould. And natto drives people nuts.

It’s a kind of alkaline ferment that goes onto soybeans. So it gets this 
stringy mycelium sort of goo that really gets all over you. And 
Japanese people eat it for breakfast and it smells like ammonia, tastes 
salty, you mix soy and sometimes mustard in with it and it just gets all 
over the place. But the flavour is really lovely, I have to ... I’ve got 
some in the freezer right now, these little packets that they sell in the 
Japanese grocery store. And it’s just the best example I can think of, of 
something that is abhorrent to Westerners because there’s nothing 
like it. There’s absolutely nothing we eat that’s, that’s comparable to 
natto.

Jeremy: The business of natto. I can’t see natto ever conquering the 
supermarket aisles in either Europe or, for that matter, in the United 
States. But there is this fashion in ferments. There’s a sort of turnover. 
You said earlier that Iru, is it, would never really take off. We had 
kombucha. I’m not sure whether kombucha has faded away now.

Ken: It’s still there.

Jeremy: It’s still there. Go go go ju — I can’t say these words 
because I never get to buy them, but — gochujang, that’s now very 
fashionable.

Ken: Kimchi can be bought anywhere now, and that’s the case ... 
Twenty years ago, not at all. So my take on this is partly that the past 
20 years or so, we have really been interested in craft food, sort of 
homemade or made by artisans or hipsters who are making pickles. 
Hipster pickles is what I like to call them. And that is a reaction 
against industrial food, a reaction against all the artificially flavoured 
and coloured and highly processed stuff. And people thought this has 
got to be better for you. It’s, it tastes better. It’s connected to local 
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culture. Real human beings are making it. And I think fermented food 
fit directly into that, into that thing.

I mean, everyone made sourdough during Covid. You know, it was, it 
was ... And you did. I know you did.  Like, so did I. But I think what is 
happening now, and this is just my — you know, historians shouldn’t 
make predictions — but I think the sort of high-tech driven scientific 
food, like we remember from molecular gastronomy and the 
restaurants of the 80s, really, I think that’s going to come back in a 
different form.

Think of the lab meat, think of things that people drink now, energy 
drinks and White Claws and things that are ... No idea what’s in them. 
But I think the generation, my children’s generation, really does trust 
science and they think it’s in there and they don’t worry about 
artificial flavours or anything like that. And I think ... I mean, the most 
absurd example is the Soylent. You know, this shake that people drank 
the, whatever it was. But I think this next generation is really going to 
not care much about pickles or they’re not going to, they’re going to 
like pickles that are bought in the store and made industrially and 
really not care about the strange, weird local thing that comes from 
the other corner of the earth. I think that’s gastronomically, I think 
that’s going to fade.

Jeremy: Well, I hope you’re wrong, but that that brings in a whole 
new ... Are we going to have another counterculture revolution? 
Because this all really goes back to the kind of the original hippies. It’s 
late 60s, all of that stuff

Ken: And that was in turn a reaction to post-war enthusiasm, atomic 
age, everyone said, whatever comes out of a factory, a TV dinner, is 
good for us. We’re going to eat it. We love it. And you know, that 
swing happens every 20, 25 years. So I think we’re just about ripe 
for ... Pickles I think have — or at least the kind of homemade pickles 
have — and sourdough have run their course I think.

Jeremy: Now what about safety? What about food safety? Because I 
think one of the reactions you get from people when, you know, 
when I say here, have some of my sauerkraut, is a kind of, oh, are you 
sure it’s okay?

Ken: Well, I don’t know if this is true, but Sandor Katz has assured 
me and everyone else that there’s no recorded case of anyone getting 
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sick from eating pickles. That just doesn’t exist. Now, that doesn’t 
mean pickles don’t go bad. You know it immediately. They’re soft. They 
have mould growing. Something has gone. They smell terrible. There’s 
no way you’re going to put that in your mouth. I mean, it’s just 
completely, completely off. So the kind of fear that people have is that 
it’s going to taste fine and somehow they’re going to get poisoned is 
completely unfounded. And, you know, ironically, canned food is much 
more dangerous because botulism can live inside of a boiled can.

But the fear, I think, goes all the way back to the mid-19th century 
Pasteurian era when germs suddenly became the enemy, for very 
good reasons. You know, this is pathogens that people were trying to 
fight off, you know, with living memory of cholera and things like that. 
And but I think we took it to such an absurd level with antibiotics 
obviously everywhere and with the fastidiousness of, you know, germ-
free world that we took out all the natural microbes that are 
necessary not just in our bodies, but in nature in general, in the soil. 
Obviously, you need all sorts of creatures living there to, to ...

I ... You know, the book, I think, took a very strangely spiritual turn, 
which I did not expect, in that microbes are kind of under ... They’re 
not just a random thing we eat, and we like pickles. And so we ... And 
cheese and bread. But they’re kind of an explanation for how all of 
nature recycles. And in a sense, we like to think. I mean, obviously in 
the Western tradition, we think our soul lives on in some immaterial 
form. Well, of course not. It’s our material that lives on. The molecules 
in us get recycled into the soil, into plants. Animals eat the plants, we 
eat the animals. I mean, this is this is a this is shape shifting. It’s not ...

Jeremy: That’s kind of deep.

Ken: It is. And I, that’s why I like where this went. It’s not what I 
expected. And I expected just to talk about the food itself. But, 
thankfully they let me get away with a very deep philosophical 
rumination on the nature of why microbes are more than pickles. And 
they also let me get away with a historical synopsis of what people 
have thought about fermentation in the past, which is wacko because 
we’ve always known what it meant, you know. “Ferment”; the ancient 
Romans made up that word basically to mean sort of boiling. They 
were looking at wine and seeing the bubbles come up and thinking in 
some cases that this was a principle of life. And by the time you get to 
the 17th century, the chemists and the Paracelsians all decided that 

Ken Albala p 7



this was the principle of life itself, because they didn’t know what 
causes animate objects to, to have consciousness. And they ... Gosh, by 
the time you get to Thomas Willis, who was also a very interesting 
scientist, you know, the circle of Willis in the brain, he was thinking 
that it was kind of like sex. And he describes fermentation as a kind of 
orgasm, which is so freakishly weird. And they let me get away with 
huge quotes out of that literature, which was amazing and very 
entertaining.

Jeremy: I want to bring it back to earth a little bit. Igunaq — which 
again, I’m probably completely mispronouncing — but that’s the Inuit 
fish and meat sewn into the skin of an animal, fermented under a rock 
for six months, and then enjoyed. Now, I read somewhere that 
botulism, which is where we were before, that botulism has actually 
increased in modern Inuit communities because they’re making their 
Igunaq in plastic containers, glass containers, in metal buckets, which 
maybe are too well sealed. So there’s really no oxygen and the 
botulism can go wild. Is that something you came across?

Ken: Yes. This is exactly what happened. And the way the people 
there explain it is that they’re not passing on the traditional methods 
intact to people who have access to ... You know, why wouldn’t I use a 
plastic bucket when I don’t have access to a seal? And boy, that 
sounds gross, you know, sewing things into seals. But it was the 
traditional method that people learned over generations and 
generations, learned how not to kill themselves doing it. And what I 
found even more interesting about that whole process is early on, 
turn of the century, people who – Westerners — who had interaction 
with the group, got sick from eating it. And apparently this is 
something that they have evolved over time in that population to be 
able to digest it in a way that Westerners couldn’t do. And what that 
suggests to me is that different people around the world have 
different gut biomes, different ability to digest things that they have 
over centuries and centuries. And what that means for people moving 
all over the world and eating strange ferments is, that’s got to wreak 
havoc on our systems. We’re not used to eating those foods. And 
although they may not make us immediately ill in a day or two, they 
might have long term consequences that they didn’t for the original 
populations that used them. So, this is just speculation. I’m obviously 
not a scientist, so I can’t say with any surety. But that example of the 
igunac and the um gosh, what’s the fermented ... Oh it’s a bird that’s 
sewn into a sealskin in Greenland, is another example of something 

Ken Albala p 8



that sounds absolutely horrifying to consume. And yet the people 
there eat it and like it. And like stink heads, buried salmon ...

Jeremy: ... And fish heads and fermented shark. It’s all too easy to sit 
here, two white guys and say —even two white guys who actually 
don’t believe it — but aren’t people weird for what they eat?

Another funny, strange kind of question. You mentioned briefly that 
the Romans fermented things, and of course the famous example is 
garum, the fish ferment. There’s nuoc mam from Vietnam. There are 
fermented fishes in all kinds of places. Do you think, in biological 
terms, is that parallel evolution that lots of different people 
discovered that fermented fish is a good thing? Or is it convergent 
evolution, whereby somehow the idea travelled from culture to 
culture? Or a bit of both?

Ken: I think we have made a mistake in assuming that anything has 
one origin. I mean, obviously there are noodles on both sides of the 
world. There are fermented cabbages. People have said, well, it must 
come from China because this is the earliest example. And it went 
through Russia to the steppes and then got to Eastern Europe. It 
could be. There’s nothing to suggest that that’s impossible. But I don’t 
see why people could not independently discover something that’s 
wonderful. On the other hand, Rome did have contact with China. In 
fact, they sent people there and the Chinese had envoys in Rome. So, 
it’s not ... And the people in the midpoint — you know, garum is garos 
is Greek really — it presumably comes from somewhere along the 
eastern Mediterranean. So the Arab peoples who would have been on 
the end of the Silk Road could very easily have said, here, try this fish, 
or the other way around. The Chinese could have brought it there 
and developed it.

What’s most interesting about it, I find, is how easy it is to do. People 
think there must be some magical whatever and they try to use 
anchovy fillets. I mean, if you’ve seen colatura d’alici, that’s a totally 
different product. That’s just the liquid that comes off of anchovies. 
The real process is the heads, the guts, everything has to go in there 
because the digestive enzymes of the fish itself break down the meat 
and turn it into a liquid. And people said, oh, this must be terrible 
smelling and whatever. I did it in my kitchen. I literally bought a pound 
or two of anchovies, put it in a big jar, left it there and it turned into 
liquid. And it was a little funky, but totally fish sauce.
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Jeremy: Yeah, the little funkiness. Briefly, you’ve talked about sort of 
two or three times, about the smell being one thing and the taste 
being quite delicious. And we always learn that smell and taste are so 
intimately bound up, you know? And if you hold your nose, you can’t 
tell what you’re tasting. How can it be that some of these things smell 
terrible but taste so good?

Ken: Well, I think every culture you look at probably has something 
that they eat that, to an outsider would smell bad or be ... Because 
we’re obviously hardwired biologically to signal aromas as a sign of 
corruption or putrefaction or whatever. And we avoid those. So it’s a 
natural response to something. Ammonia is a very good example. It 
smells like urine, and the first time you smell a century egg, you’d go, 
what is this? Smells like horse piss. There’s no way I’m putting this in 
my mouth. But in fact, it does taste good. And I think probably blue 
cheese probably really can smell bad when it’s really fermented 
heavily and sour. But those are things that we culturally learn to get 
over. Like people can learn to like whisky or coffee, which is really a 
bitter, nasty substance in ... the first time someone tastes it. And then 
we culturally learn to like it. And then that aroma becomes alluring 
and we smell coffee somewhere and we think that’s wonderful. And I 
think the same probably happens to people later in life. Kimchi is a 
very good example. The first time people smell kimchi, it’s like this is 
intense, garlic, sour, what’s going on here? And then you taste it and 
you go, oh, this is a really great flavour. I get it now.

Jeremy: Yeah. And kimchi ... Lots and lots of ferments act as kind of 
identifiers and become particularly important for immigrant 
communities elsewhere. They really ... that’s the thing they really want. 
It doesn’t usually lend itself to recreating the ferment where you’ve 
ended up, because the raw ingredients are missing, usually the culture 
may be missing. So is the industrial version a kind of second best?

Ken: I would say there are two very different things happening here. 
There are some products that an immigrant community tries to 
replicate in the new place, and they don’t have the equipment or the 
ingredients or whatever, and maybe generations down, they’ll start 
importing that and figure it out, or they’ll start importing the product 
from their homeland. But another phenomenon, which is exactly the 
opposite, is that a community will come with something, insist on still 
making it as a marker of identity, but what’s ironic and strange is 
sometimes that product in the immigrant community elsewhere 
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survives, becomes a kind of fossil of that practice, when back in the 
homeland it disappears.

A very good example of this is, I was in Norway a few years ago and 
saw lutefisk on the menu. It was Christmas time and I said, I’ve gotta 
taste it in the place where it comes from. And they very proudly 
served it. And I started talking to the waiter, do you make this here? 
Where do you get that? And he goes, oh, no, no, we get it from 
Minnesota. They still make lutefisk there, but in Scandinavia, they can’t 
get it anymore, which is really weird.

Jeremy: And finally, I mean, you could get the impression that 
fermentation is a thing of the past, but it was great to read in your 
book about some of these new modern experiments being 
undertaken. The restaurant Noma is kind of famously associated with 
it, but it’s not the only one. So what are the kinds of things they’re 
doing?

Ken: Well, it’s almost become a joke, that you could ferment anything. 
And I think there probably are things, you can do them for fun, and I 
have done them myself, but I think they’re ultimately kind of silly. I 
mean, peaso, it works. It’s fermented peas to make a kind of miso. But 
soy beans, real miso paste, is a great thing. Why not, you know, get 
really good miso? And, God, Rene Redzepi, I don’t know if you’ve seen 
that book, he tried to ferment blood into garum. He tried to do ... 
And using all sorts of extraneous ingredients that might very well 
work, might be interesting, but this is the level of very odd cuisine. 
That’s not something that’s going to show up in people’s grocery 
store.

But on the other hand, products do, new products. Everyone throws 
everything at the wall, see what sticks. And sometimes it does. Kefir? 
Who would ever guess kefir would show up in a supermarket?

Jeremy: Yeah. But koji, I mean, the — what’s the word I want? Not 
flexibility — but the multipotentiality of those rice fungi, rice moulds, 
they’re being put to all kinds of interesting uses now. And some of 
them I guess are good.

Ken: Some of them are very interesting. I have not tasted them 
myself, but you might know Jeremy Umansky has a deli and he 
basically puts koji mould on meats and things and lets them, they kind 
of predigest in a way. And the logic behind this is that there are 
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certain proteins that are very locked, that we can’t taste, right? We 
get nutritional benefit out of them, but the koji mould kind of breaks 
these apart into simpler amino acids and creates, of course, umami, 
right? It’s this whole flavour thing that, you know, people are crazy 
about and it, and this is actually a traditional process. They do it to 
salmon with koji, with sake lees, they put on salmon in Japan. And the 
taste is really much more intense. Now, whether you should do that 
to pastrami, I don’t know. Why not? It’s a gimmick, but it tastes good. 
The application, on the other hand, might be such that you can take a 
product that would normally have a high level of salt and sugar and all 
the things that nutritionists tell us not to do. And you can ramp up 
the flavour with koji mould to create this umami rich product that’s 
much better for you and tastes much better. And you don’t have to 
rely on artificial flavourings. And I think that makes a lot of sense, you 
know, if you’re health conscious, and maybe for inventing new 
products too.

Jeremy: Final question, Ken. Of all the ferments you have tried and 
all the ones you’ve read about, what’s your absolute favourite?

Ken: Well, this is in my bloodstream. I grew up ... Well, I was born in 
Brooklyn. And my parents, with my mother’s side of the family is 
Eastern European. And so the real ultra sour kosher dill runs in my 
blood, I guess. And I think it’s really just about the best food in the 
world. And the shame, I think, and maybe this is a a great moral lesson 
about the entire book, is that the majority of pickles you buy that are 
shelf stable are vinegar. They’re ... You know, that’s marination and 
they’re good and they taste fine and they’re sweet and there’s nothing 
terrible about them. But man, you taste a real fermented pickle, and it 
is a completely different product. It’s a sour, crunchy, garlicky, dill laden 
... You know, that on a slice of sourdough bread with a schmear of 
lard, that’s as good as food gets.

Transcripts are possible thanks to the generosity of Eat This Podcast 
supporters. If you find the transcript useful, please consider joining 
them. 
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