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Holy Mother
Is It vInegar’s tIme 

 for the spotlIght? 

by Emily Fiffer

Chances are you’ve never elevated a dish 

with a spritz of Lysol (please say you 

haven’t). Vinegar is another story. Once 

hailed as a cleaning agent, the fermented 

finisher is finding its way onto plates (and 

into glasses) in restaurant kitchens. 

The reason for that is simple: It’s born 

via a completely natural process—you 

could even call it inadvertent. An open 

bottle of wine left untouched for months 

will eventually turn into vinegar; bacteria 

feeds on alcohol and converts it to acetic 

acid. Earth- and waste-conscious chefs 

with a penchant for experimentation (and 

patience) are taking the process to new 

heights, applying progressive techniques 

to create untraditional flavors. 

Their secret lies in their respect for—

and confidence in—Mother Nature. Jona-

thon Sawyer of The Greenhouse Tavern 

in Cleveland goes to sleep every night 

above 500 oak barrels filled with vinegar 

in various stages of fermentation. His 

100-year-old, stone-walled, “pretty funky” 

house (his words) presents an ideal envi-

ronment for bacteria growth. 

Funky it may be, but Sawyer knows 

he’s got a gem on his hands. 

“We don’t have to pitch with 

vinegar. Sometimes we may 

add a little bit of mother, but 

we just pour it in and let it sit.” 

Every six months, he checks 

the acidity levels, only pulling 

when he’s certain it’s ready. 

Pull too early and it loses its 

natural color; bump it and 

the oxidation cap will break, 

reducing acidity. While the 

industry standard is between 

5.5 to 6.5 pH, Sawyer prefers highly acidic 

levels in his vinegar, striving for 2.5 to 4.

Vinegar is a byproduct of his ultimate 

goal of carbon-zero status, which re-

quires the elimination of those omnipres-

ent kitchen essentials: lemons and limes. 

“You have to be open-minded. It’s not go-

ing to taste like a lemon or lime. If you use 

beer vinegar and add a splash of pump-

kin seed oil, then you’ve done something 

new.” In his revelatory foie gras with 

clams, Sawyer balances the broth with 

beer vinegar; to crisp confit chicken he 

uses white wine vinegar in place of lemon 

juice; his chefs bring sauces back to life 

with a splash of a red wine or beer-aged 

variety ($14, recipe, p. 81). 

Jeremiah Langhorne, chef 

de cuisine of South Carolina’s 

McCrady’s, follows suit. “Ide-

ally, we can get to a scenario 

where we’re consuming ev-

erything we use in some way, 

shape or form.” Like Sawyer, 

Langhorne aims for more 

acidic pH levels (2.8-3.2). 

After mastering the basics 

(he says understanding the 

science behind the process 

is essential), Langhorne began riffing on 

tradition. He learned to speed up fermen-

tation—a process that can take months 

to years—to just a few days. “Sometimes I 

feel like it’s cheating, but at the end of the 

day if I come up with a dish that needs 

beet vinegar, I know I can have it within 

[a week].” He achieves this feat by adding 

higher quantities of grain alcohol and/or 

sugar, then continuously pumping oxygen 

into the liquid using a fish pump. Lang-

horne’s ember-roasted beets with beet 

vinaigrette are a testament to this kind of 

experimentation ($14, recipe, plateonline.

com). Each season, Langhorne forages 

for scuppernong and muscadine grapes 

on Folley Beach. In the kitchen, 50 mason 

jars of muscadine vinegar await applica-

tion in dishes like foie gras torchon ($18, 

recipe, plateonline.com). Langhorne sea-

sons fresh muscadine juice with vinegar 

for a sweetly acidic bent.

Sawyer has high hopes for vinegar’s 

staying power. “Five years from now, we’ll 

be able to test other peoples’ vinegars to 

see if they’re using our mother and say, 

‘Wow, that’s one of our kids there.’”

Emily Fiffer is a Chicago-based writer.
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Foie gras and clams 

with beer vinegar, 

$14, Executive Chef 

Jonathon Sawyer, 

The Greenhouse 

Tavern, Cleveland. 

RECIPE, p. 81.
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