
Sauerkraut, Tomato Juice, Syrup and a Nickel’s Worth of 
Wisdom – Early A.A. Practices in Retrospect 

 

Long before there was language for hypoglycemia, gut 
health, or nutritional deficiency, early A.A. practiced 
something quietly radical: steady the body just 

enough so the spirit has a chance to awaken. 
 

What modern science helps us see an overlooked detail of early Akron 
recovery 
When we study Dr. Bob’s story in the Big Book and look for the actions that later became the 

Steps, our attention naturally goes to the spiritual turning points: surrender, confession, 

restitution, service. Yet tucked into the oral history of early Akron is a small, practical detail that 

deserves a second look—especially with modern eyes. 

 

In 1935, as Dr. Bob Smith and Bill W. began working with other alcoholics, newcomers were 

often placed on a very simple food routine. Old-timers remembered some combination of 

sauerkraut, tomato juice, and sugar syrup (often recalled as Karo or corn syrup), sometimes 

alongside milk or broth. It wasn’t presented as treatment or theory. It was just what they did. 

At first glance, this sounds quaint—or even misguided—by modern standards. But when viewed 

through today’s understanding of addiction, nutrition, and physiology, this plain menu reveals a 

surprising amount of practical wisdom. 

The physical condition of the early Akron alcoholic 
By the time people reached Bill and Bob, many were late-stage, chronic alcoholics. Modern 

medicine now recognizes what that means physically: unstable blood sugar, depleted 

electrolytes, impaired digestion, damaged gut lining, inflamed organs, and a nervous system 

stuck in constant overdrive. Alcohol doesn’t just affect behavior; it reshapes metabolism. 

 

Someone arriving in that condition isn’t just spiritually sick—they’re physically unable to think 

clearly, regulate emotion, or even tolerate food. Tremors, anxiety, nausea, confusion, and 

cravings are often driven as much by biology as by willpower. Seen in that light, the Akron food 

routine looks less like folk remedy and more like an intuitive attempt to stabilize the body during 

a fragile window. 
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Sugar syrup: emergency fuel for the brain 
Today we know that chronic alcohol use disrupts glucose regulation. Liver glycogen stores are 

depleted, and the brain—highly dependent on glucose—can swing into panic when levels drop. 

That panic feels like anxiety, agitation, and overwhelming craving. A quick sugar source does 

not cure alcoholism. But it can rapidly raise blood sugar, quiet tremors, and help a person sit still, 

listen, and eat real food. In modern terms, sugar syrup functioned as short-term neurological 

stabilization—crude, but effective in the moment. 

Tomato juice: rehydration and digestive restart 
Tomato juice brought fluid, potassium, vitamin C, and natural acidity. Potassium deficiency is 

common in chronic drinkers and can contribute to weakness, heart rhythm issues, and fatigue. 

Alcohol also suppresses stomach acid production, impairing digestion and nutrient absorption.  

The acidity of tomato juice helps “wake up” digestion, while the fluid and electrolytes support 

rehydration. In plain language, it helped the body begin working again. 

Sauerkraut: early gut support 
Alcohol damages the gut lining and disrupts the microbiome—something science has only 

named in recent decades. Fermented foods like sauerkraut contain beneficial bacteria and organic 

acids that support digestion and nutrient absorption. Sauerkraut also provides salt, which can 

matter for people who are nutritionally depleted. Without knowing the term “gut–brain axis,” 

early Akron practitioners were unknowingly addressing it. A calmer gut often means a calmer 

nervous system. 

Why this mattered to the spiritual work 
Put together, this simple routine helped meet four immediate needs: hydration and electrolyte 

balance | blood sugar stability | digestive support | nervous system calming. None of this replaced 

the spiritual program described in Alcoholics Anonymous. But it likely made that program 

accessible. It is difficult to take inventory, admit faults, or make restitution when the body is 

shaking, nauseated, and panicked. Early Akron work did not separate the physical from the 

spiritual; it respected the sequence. 

A nickel’s worth of perspective 
In conclusion, This 1935 Buffalo nickel pictured here is a small but useful symbol 

as it was a nickel phone call that started it all when Bill called Pastor Tunks. It also 

reminds us how little formal knowledge was available—and how much was learned 

by observation, humility, and care. Bill and Bob didn’t have nutrition textbooks or 

neuroscience. They had suffering people in front of them, and they adjusted 

accordingly. 

 

When we read Dr. Bob’s story today and trace the Steps within it, this modest 

dietary footnote adds depth. Early A.A. wasn’t only a spiritual awakening 

movement; it was also a practical, human response to real physical collapse. The 

body was steadied just enough for the deeper change to take root. 
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Recovery history isn't always rooted in dramatic events. Sometimes it’s found in a spoonful of 

syrup, a cup of sauerkraut, a glass of tomato juice—and the quiet wisdom to care for the whole 

person. 

DISCLAIMER: This piece is written as an informational piece, no medical use intended.  

Maryland N., Archivist 
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