
26   |   EDIBLE SANTA BARBARA   WINTER 2014

E D I B L E  D I Y

L
ast winter I was helping my friends 
Nicky and Joe, and their son Jack, 
prune their fruit trees at their quaint 

Ojai homestead. After our third plum 
tree, Nicky brought out a corked bottle 
containing an amber-colored beverage and 
three Ball jars of ice. She filled our glasses 
and I took a swallow. Slightly pungent. 
Vaguely fermented. A little fizzy. Maybe 
even astringent. Sweet, but not sweet.

“What is this,” I asked when my 
puckered mouth finally went back to its 
original shape. 

“Kombucha,” she informed me, 
matter-of-factly.

“I thought that was like, some classical 
Japanese dance theater where the actors 
wear heavy white makeup,” I gave back.

“No, you’re thinking of Kabuki. 
Kabuki Theater,” Nicky replied, rolling  
her eyes.

“Don’t you mean karaoke?”
“No, that’s when you go to a bar 

and sing badly into a microphone over 
prerecorded tracks of weepy Lionel Richey 
songs,” she said as she went back to pruning.

I took another sip. “Different. Really good,” I said as I followed 
her back to a yet-to-be pruned, tangled pomegranate tree.

Hours later when I had gathered my pruning gear and was 
about to leave, Nicky handed me a clear one-gallon pickle jar. 
Inside, she explained, was a part of her “mother,” or SCOBY, 
and two cups of starter. A large swatch of clean, cotton fabric was 
secured over the top of the jar with an elastic band. I put the jar 
in my truck and drove home carefully and deliberately—one eye 
on the road. The other, on that peculiar, gelatinous, jellyfish-like 
mass sloshing around in the jar on the seat next to me.

When I got home, I Googled “kombucha” and discovered 
that it is a slightly fermented and fizzy beverage made from very 

sweet black or green tea that is drunk 
for its refreshing taste and therapeutic 
and probiotic health benefits. Now the 
strange part: The kombucha is produced 
by fermenting the sweet tea with the 
help of a Symbiotic Colony Of Bacteria 
and Yeast, or SCOBY. The SCOBY, 
sometimes referred to as the “mother”  
or “mushroom,” is the home for the 
bacteria and yeast and happily floats atop 
the sea of kombucha like an opaque, 
rubbery life raft.

The origins of kombucha are 
somewhat vague, and mysterious at best. 
It is believed that the practice of brewing 
kombucha originated in Asia during the 
Tsin dynasty. Later its healthful benefits 
were enjoyed in Russia, Japan, Europe 
and the United States, where it was 
known by many names, such as Russian 
fungus, Mongolian wine, magical or 
miracle fungus, Japanese sponge, Fungus 
Japonicus, elixir of life and gout tea, 
among others.

Individual SCOBYs can take on a 
variety of appearances. In fact, my first 

one, Moby, resembled a thin amorphous, jellyfish that initially 
bobbed around in the middle of its jar. It seemed to grow  
tiny tentacles and then grew a second layer, or “baby,” on the 
surface of the concoction to seal off and protect the brew from 
invading bacteria.

My second, Scoby Doo, looked like a perfect five-inch disk 
or pancake. When I initially put it in its crock, it immediately 
floated to the top of the liquid and began producing a second 
layer above, which grew to the diameter of the container.

Brewing kombucha tea at home is easy and requires only 
a minimum of equipment and expense to start. This is the 
basic recipe that I use when brewing in a one-gallon container. 
Obviously, it can be adjusted for more or less amounts.
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What You Need
•  A glass or lead-free ceramic container —1 gallon or larger size 

is ideal. I started with a 1-gallon pickle jar but after becoming 
a “brew master” by my second or third batch, I graduated to a 
2½ gallon crock. A cylindrical vessel is preferable to one that is 
tapered. The SCOBY will quickly grow to the circumference 
of its container and wrestling the slimy thing through a much 
narrower opening can be messy and traumatic to your SCOBY.

• 1 SCOBY—These can often be purchased at health food stores 
and certainly online. However, due to the increased popularity 
of home brewing, it is not likely that you will have to pay for 
one since a friend, or a friend of a friend, probably has one to 
divide and share. 

• 3½ quarts of filtered water
• 2 cups of kombucha starter —This is simply the plain, raw 

kombucha tea before you bottle or flavor it. You can get this 
from the same friend who gives you a SCOBY. If not, you can 
use store-bought, raw, unpasteurized, unflavored kombucha.

• 1 cup of white sugar—It is not recommended that you use 
honey or other sweeteners to brew the kombucha tea, just the 
white devil itself. Fear not, as most of the sugar is diminished 
during the brewing process.

• 8 black and or green tea bags or the equivalent amount of loose 
tea. Use at least 2 black with 6 green. Avoid flavored teas that 
contain essences or oils. I use half black and half green.

• Sealable glass bottles—I use the 34-ounce, clear, swing-top type.
• One clean cotton flour-sack cloth, or make one from an old 

unbleached T-shirt.
• 1 large elastic band—Size depends on the mouth of your 

container.
• A small plastic kitchen funnel and a handheld strainer.

Getting Started—the Basic Brew
Boil the appropriate amount of water in a nonmetal pot or kettle. 
Pour in, stir and dissolve the sugar. Add the tea bags or loose tea. 
Leave the tea bags in the water until the sweet tea cools to room 
temperature. Some recommend only steeping the tea bags for 10 
minutes but you can determine that by experience and taste.

After the tea has cooled and the tea bags are removed, pour 
the sweet tea into your large jar or crock and add the kombucha 
starter. Stir and gently place your SCOBY into the container. It 
may sink, float or not commit and stay somewhere in the middle. 
Regardless of where it settles, within a few days you will notice a 
cloudy film forming on the surface of the brew. This is the new 
SCOBY, or baby, forming.

Lastly, cover your jar with the clean cotton cloth and secure 
it with the elastic band. Keep it at room temperature and out of 
direct light in a place that has plenty of air circulation and is not 
likely to be moved, bumped or jostled. 

Begin sampling your brew at about seven to 10 days, or sooner 
during the warmer months. Let your kombucha palate be your 
guide. When it is not too sweet and not too tart or vinegar-y it is 
done and ready to bottle.

Two Brewing Methods
There are two ways to brew your kombucha. With “batch 
brewing,” when your kombucha is done and ready to bottle, you 
empty all of the kombucha out of your jar with the SCOBY. 

You bottle up the entire amount except for two cups of the brew, 
which is the starter for your next batch. Then again, you make 
the sweet tea, cool it and put it back in the jar with the starter 
and the SCOBY.

I initially made my kombucha this way but now use the “con-
tinuous brew” method. When my tea is ready, I fill one bottle 
and then replace that same amount with cooled sweet tea. The 
SCOBY remains in the crock and the remaining tea acts as starter.

The advantage of continuous brewing is that the SCOBY is 
not handled or disturbed as often as with batch brewing and there 
isn’t as much pouring, spilling and dripping.

Bottling and Flavoring Your Kombucha
Using a funnel and a small strainer, bottle your brew leaving a 
half to a full inch of headroom at the neck of the bottle. If using 
the batch method, remember to save two cups of your product for 
your next starter. You can bottle it up plain or flavor it at this time.

To flavor your kombucha tea, add a cup or two of fruit 
juice, chopped fruit, a cinnamon stick, fresh ginger, ¼ cup of 
raw honey or flavored tea leaves like hibiscus or orange spice. 
Strawberries, oranges, Meyer lemon, plums and passion fruit are 
especially good choices as they add a pleasing flavor and color to 
your brew. Be inventive. The local farmers market will offer you 
creative, seasonal options to sweeten your brew.

Leave your bottled tea on your counter, out of direct light, 
to further ferment and to carbonate. After one to three days, 
refrigerate and enjoy!

Throughout history it is told that the “magical tea” appeared 
to have cured cancer, increased longevity and enhanced well-being. 
Today, many brew and drink the tea for its superb detoxification 
properties, to relieve arthritis and joint pain and to enhance gut 
health, aid digestion and relieve a myriad of other symptoms.

Regardless of whether kombucha is the cure-all that it is said to 
be, it’s like having an interesting and bizarre science project living 
in your kitchen that’s also delicious and refreshing to drink.  

Randy Arnowitz is a gardener, horticulturist and writer. He particularly 
enjoys working with roses, orchids and sharing the day with his golden 
retriever, Peaches, who faithfully accompanies him in the field. He has 
written for a number of local publications.

Tips

No metal spoons, kettles or mixing bowls should be used in 
the brewing process. If you use a crock for the continuous brew 
method, be sure that the spigot is made of plastic and not metal.

The fermentation process is temperature-dependent. Your sweet 
tea will turn into kombucha much faster in warm weather than 
during the cooler months, especially if you keep your home cool 
in the winter.

With each new batch, the mother SCOBY will produce another 
layer, or baby. Eventually it becomes very thick and begins to 
displace much of the liquid. Therefore, after a few batches 
or when a friend wants one, it’s a good idea to separate the 
layers of the SCOBY, give them away and put the youngest, or 
uppermost, layer back into your tea.

Never add any honey, fruit or juice to the brewing container. 
Only flavor the tea at the time of bottling. However, the plain, 
unflavored tea can be drunk or added to fizzy water, fruit juice or 
lemonade any time that it is ready.


