
 

 

What Is Fermentation?  
 
Before we dive into the practical ins and outs of fermentation, let’s first clearly define what it is. At 
the most basic level, fermentation is the transformation of food by microorganisms—whether 
bacteria, yeasts, or mold. To be slightly more specific, it is the transformation of food through 
enzymes produced by those microorganisms. And finally, in the strictest scientific definition, 
fermentation is the process by which a microorganism converts sugar into another substance in the 
absence of oxygen. 
 
The word fermentation comes from the Latin word fervere, meaning “to boil.” The ancient Romans, 
upon seeing vats of grapes spontaneously bubble and transform into wine, described the process 
using the closest analogue they could think of. And while those bubbling vats of grapes had 
nothing to do with boiling, they were true ferments in the scientific sense, as yeast-produced 
enzymes transformed the sugars in the grapes into alcohol.  
 
It’s all made possible by the hard work of lactic acid bacteria, or Lactobacillales. They transform 
sugar into lactic acid, and they’re the secret behind sour pickles and sauerkraut, rye breads and 
sourdoughs, yogurt, and sour beer. They’re also involved (to a lesser extent) in making wine, 
cheese, and miso, contributing to the nuance and complexity of flavour that characterise these and 
many other iconic fermented foods. 
 
Like humans, Lactobacillales are industrious creatures that have managed to occupy environments 
the world over. They’re present in the milk of mammals, meaning you’ve been involved in an 
intractable relationship with these bacteria since the first moments of your life. And fortunately for 
us, LAB are present on the skins and leaves of just about any vegetable or fruit you would ever 
want to ferment, patiently waiting for conditions to favour their needs. 
 
Thankfully, lacto-fermentations are also incredibly straightforward to make. The process is simple: 
Weigh your ingredient, add 2% salt by weight, and wait. How many days depends on how sour you 
want the final product to be. 
 
 

 
Fermenting cacao beans to make chocolate…. 


