
 

  

 
 

Sourdough Bread 
 

Have you ever eaten sourdough bread? 
Many people enjoy its distinctive taste. 
This famous bread first became popular in 
the San Francisco Bay Area of California, 
thanks to a lucky accident and some bakers 
who may not have realized they were 
practicing agricultural engineering. 
 
Baking and Agricultural Engineering 
For thousands of years, bakers have 
unknowingly been applying biotechnology 
by using microorganisms to improve the 
bread they make. Yeast is a microorganism 
used in making bread. When dough is 
allowed to sit after mixing, yeast in the 
dough begins to grow. The yeast cells live 
and grow by digesting sugars in the dough. 
The bubbles you see in bread are from 
carbon dioxide that yeast cells produce as 
they digest sugar in the dough. The process in which yeast cells 
produce carbon dioxide is known as fermentation. 
 
In 1849, during the California Gold Rush, this ancient 
biotechnology took on a new twist. During the gold rush, people 
from different states ended up in California, many of them in the 
San Francisco Bay Area. People didn’t just bring themselves; 
they also brought ingredients for foods they enjoyed eating. 
However, an interesting thing happened with some of those 
ingredients to make bread dough. Bread made with yeast 
brought from elsewhere in the United States developed a unique 
taste after it was left to rise in the bakeries of San Francisco. 
This taste soon became a favorite of the miners who had come to 
California to seek their fortunes.  

 
Carbon dioxide bubbles trapped in the dough 
cause the holes you see in this bread. 
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Analysis done many years later revealed the secret behind that 
unique taste. The moist climate of the Bay Area fostered the 
growth of certain types of wild yeast that are rarely found 
elsewhere. And long ago, some of that wild yeast that happened 
to be in the air settled on some of the rising dough. This yeast 
made the dough rise because of the fermentation, and as a 
result, produced a mix of acids that were the source of the 
unique sour taste.  
 
Agricultural Engineering on the Go 
In 1849, bakers did not use microscopes or any other equipment 
to investigate what was happening to their dough to make this 
distinctive taste. But they applied the technology of an old 
baking tradition to make the special secret of San Francisco 
something that could be carried and preserved anywhere. 
 
Almost immediately, bakers began selling “mother dough” or 
“starter.” This starter was a sample that contained small 
amounts of old dough with some of the original yeast that grew 
in 1849. Miners liked to take this starter with them into remote 
mining areas. If the miners wanted to make a new batch of 
bread, it was simple. They just mixed and kneaded the starter 
into their bread dough and the wild yeast from San Francisco 
would grow throughout the mixture. That way, the miner could 
enjoy the unique flavor even when far from the city. 
 
Before all of the dough would be baked into sourdough bread, a 
small amount was saved and used as the starter for the next 
batch. As long as this “mother dough” was fled flour and water 
weekly, it could stay at room temperature indefinitely. 
 
Since then, professional and amateur bakers have shared their 
“mother dough” with one another many times. As a result, you 
don’t need to travel to San Francisco for that special taste. 
Thanks to some agricultural engineering practiced by bakers 
over the years, there are sourdough loaves all around the world 
with yeast that has descended from those first few batches of 
dough. 
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