


Weird Seience

SWEET
ALCHEMY
Milton’s classic
soda arsenal

Nehi Orange
Columbus, GA

Dr. Pepper
Dublin, TX

Texas Sweet Peach
Dublin, TX

“Sunday is notebook-collating
day,” he explains, gesturing
toward the stack.

On a long farm table in the
kitchen—amid a bushel of
peaches, bright heirloom toma-
toes, and two giant cushaw
squashes—sits a lineup of Ball
jars filled with neon-hued liquids.
The half-dozen jars look like
something out of Willy Wonka’s
laboratory, had Willy Wonka
gone country. The concoctions
in these jars are the result of an
idea Travis once scribbled in one
of his notebooks: naturally fer-
mented vinegars made from
Southern sodas.

“I wanted to make pork bar-
becue with Cheerwine
somehow, and I wanted it to be
sour instead of sweet,” Travis
says. He thought that turning
Cheerwine into vinegar would
be the easiest way to achieve
that flavor. “Growing up in Ap-
palachia, I’'ve always said there’s
two things you come out loving:
black pepper and vinegar. It’s
just kind of in our palates. I love
vinegar, I love pickled things.”

He started experimenting with
Cheerwine vinegar in other
dishes, like vinegar pie, a classic
Appalachian dessert. Initial-
ly he followed a simple
fermentation process:

flattening the soda and letting it
naturally ferment with airborne
yeast, first becoming alcohol,
then vinegar.

He wondered if he might try
the same process with other
beverages. While the Cheerwine
he sourced was made with all
sugar, other classic sodas—Peach
Nehi, Mountain Dew, RC Cola,
and Dr. Enuf—now contained
high fructose corn syrup. Break-
ing that down proved a challenge
for a simple vinegar mother. “It’s
really tough for your average
everyday yeast that’s flying
around right now to fully break
down the corn syrup before they
die. So it really took a while
before I got to the point where
I thought okay, maybe I need to
think of something that’s gonna
be stronger,” he says.

The solution? Kombucha
SCOBY. An acronym for “symbi-
otic culture of bacteria and yeast,”
SCOBY is the thick, slimy mother
that is used to brew the trendy
health tonic, kombucha tea.
Travis says, “It acts like a mother
in a true sense: It not only nur-
tures the vinegar but it also pro-
tects it. You get that nice thick
layer so if mold forms on the top
of that, you can just take a spoon
and scrape it off. If you can get a
really, really solid SCOBY to start
it with, you’re golden.”

The irony of pairing kombu-
cha—one of the most naturally
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Richmond, VA
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occurring, localized, and health-
ful fermented foods—with highly
processed, mass-produced sodas
is not lost on Travis: “I’'m taking
this chemical test-tube thing and
morphing it into something dif-
ferent using one of the most
natural things in the world: yeast
that’s floating around us,” he
says. While the natural yeasts
deconstruct the high-fructose
corn syrup, the flavor of the
sodas is preserved. That was
crucial for Travis. “When I was

Coca-Cola vinegar, and marinat-
ed Chesapeake ray in a Sundrop
brine. “One of my favorite things
to do is a watermelon salad with
house-made farmer’s cheese and
Mountain Dew vinaigrette. The
Mountain Dew just kind of pops
against the watermelon, and it’s
like sitting out on a porch in the
summertime.”

Before I leave, Travis pours me
a generous shot of Smooth
Ambler Rye from Maxwelton,
West Virginia. We chase it with

GROWING UP IN APPALACHIA,
I'VE ALWAYS SAID THERE’S TWO
THINGS YOU COME OUT LOVING:
BLACK PEPPER AND VINEGAR.
IT'S JUST IN OUR PALATES.

growing up in southwest Virgin-
ia, I’d come off the farm with my
great-grandaddy and we’d go get
an RC Cola and a Moon Pie, or
get a bottle from the little make-
shift fridge he kept stocked with
Peach Nehi. That, Sundrop, and
RC Cola were staples of everyday
life for me.”

He plans to bring soda vinegars
to his new restaurant, Shovel and
Pick, when it opens in spring
2016. So far, he’s used the vine-
gars in chicken liver terrine
topped with a Cheerwine vinegar
gel and peanuts, beef tartare with

a sip of anew vinegar he’s exper-
imenting with, made from an
electric-blue cream soda called
Frostie. While the taste is tangier
than I remember, it instantly
takes me back. “Blue Moon ice
cream!” I shout. “I haven’t tasted
that in years.”

Travis nods. “That, now that’s
the powder off the outside of a
Bazooka Joe.” His hypothesis
sounds as boyishly confident as a
quip by the ball-capped Joe on the
bubblegum’s cartoon wrapper. I
throw back another sip of the blue
stuff, convinced. w®

Emily Hilliard is a folklorist and writer who works for Smithsonian
Folkways and writes the pie blog Nothing in the House. Flip to the
end of this issue for an illustrated guide to fermentation.

Mountain Dew
Knoxville, TN

NuGrape
Atlanta, GA

Frostie
Catonsville, MD

Nehi Peach
Columbus, GA

Cheerwine
Salisbury, NC
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