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Foreword


By Anne L. Watson



Following: Tin figures painted by Anne L. Watson. From the set Medieval Bakery by the German manufacturer Maier, depicting a European bakery of the 1700s. Pewter alloy, at a scale of 30 millimeters (1.2 inches, the height of the human figures).
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I first encountered sourdough bread when I was a college student in San Francisco. I thought of it as restaurant fare, not something I’d consider making at home.



Not then. Many years later, I decided to give it a try. I ordered San Francisco Sourdough Starter online and followed the directions. I don’t remember the exact procedure, but it was rather like having a pet of some kind stashed in the refrigerator, requiring daily attention and care. Finally, I got to make my bread.


It was a complete failure.


Now, I have to admit to a bit of vanity about my breadmaking skills. I’ve been making various kinds of yeast bread ever since my sister and I, at ages 14 and 12, discovered a pizza recipe in a kids’ cookbook. So, I was more than a little annoyed when that sourdough didn’t work for me. I threw out my costly starter and dismissed sourdough as one of those things like puff pastry or dim sum that I was just going to have to buy if I wanted it.



Then Mark started working on his new approach to sourdough. I liked his idea of not coping with a starter stored in the refrigerator, but when I tried the results of his earliest methods, I liked my yeast bread better. Months went by, and from time to time, he’d have me taste samples from his experiments. At first, they weren’t impressive. And then . . .



And then he perfected a technique he describes in this book, his method of no-waste feedings. Suddenly, the bread was delicious — different from the bread I remembered from my student days, but at least that good. I knew, though, what an expert he’d become in getting to that point, and I doubted it would work for me.



But I tried it. The bread was perfect. And I didn’t even have to go to San Francisco for it.



___________________


Anne L. Watson is the author of the Smart Soapmaking series, the Smart Housekeeping series, and two books on baking with cookie molds, as well as many literary novels and children’s picture books. She lives in Bellingham, Washington, with her sourdough-making husband. Visit her at www.annelwatson.com.
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Getting Started



If you’ve never made sourdough before, you’ll be surprised how simple it can be. And if you have made sourdough before, you may be even more surprised!


Most sourdough recipes lead you through days or even weeks of developing a starter before you can make your bread — and then into a lifetime of maintaining that starter. But this book is based on the belief that all that rigmarole is no longer needed. With modern methods of regulating temperature, and with the easy availability of (gasp!) baker’s yeast, honest-to-goodness naturally fermented sourdough bread can be made from start to finish in less than a day.



Let me explain. Though sourdough bakers often talk about collecting “wild yeast” in their starters, what they’re actually trying to collect is a combination of yeast and bacteria — a special kind called lactic acid bacteria, named after the main acid they give off.



If the name lactic acid sounds exotic or intimidating, it doesn’t have to. It’s what creates sourness or tang in sour cream, yogurt, and many other milk products — which is why it’s called lactic, or “related to milk.” It’s also the main source of sourness in pickles and sauerkraut whenever they’re naturally fermented instead of made with vinegar.


All those foods are produced with bacteria of the same family found in sourdough. And it’s these bacteria, rather than any kind of yeast, that make sourdough what it is.



In case you have any doubt about that, consider these advantages of making naturally fermented sourdough over making conventional yeast bread:


• Gives the bread a delicious sourness or tang.



• Weakens the gluten, making it easier to digest for people who might otherwise have trouble with it.



• Adds acids that slow the digestion of starches, for a lower glycemic index and improved blood sugar response.


• Reduces amounts of antinutrients like phytic acid and lectins, making nutrients in the flour more available to you.



• Resists spoilage in the baked bread and keeps it fresher longer.



Every one of these advantages is produced chiefly or entirely by the sourdough bacteria, not the sourdough yeast. And the one job that is chiefly handled by the sourdough yeast — making the bread rise — is done as well or better by baker’s yeast.


That being true, why worry about sourdough yeast at all? A good part of the labor of traditional sourdough is keeping the yeast going strong in a starter. In place of that, why not focus on nurturing the bacteria and just add a bit of baker’s yeast at the end? Not so strangely, that’s exactly how sourdough is made today in many commercial bakeries!


And there’s more. With yeast out of the equation, it turns out you can get flour to ferment very quickly, even from scratch. So quickly, in fact, you don’t need a starter at all. Just add water to high-quality whole grain flour, keep the mixture at a good temperature for a matter of hours, and occasionally add more flour. You’ll get sourdough every time.


With all the benefits of naturally fermented sourdough, it’s only the hassle of making it that has discouraged home bakers. Well, hassle no more. The age of smart sourdough has arrived.
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A Note on the Ebook



In this book, sidebars like this one are set off from the main text by double bars above and below and by use of a different font. This font appears also for other supplementary text, like charts and “recipe sketches.”


Fractions in the book include halves, quarters, and eighths, as displayed in the row below. If you do not see all three fractions, please try a different font for reading.


½ ¼ ⅛
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Sourdough Superstitions
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This is not the beginning of the book. If it opened here automatically, please page backward for important information.
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Before tackling how to make smart sourdough, let’s demolish some half-truths and outright falsehoods that might stand in our way. (I’ll discuss many of these later in the book in more detail.)


Myth: Sourdough is very sour!


Some sourdough is very sour — for instance, the kind popularly associated with San Francisco. But the sour in sourdough really only means the dough is fermented by lactic acid bacteria. These bacteria produce both acetic acid, which tastes more sour, and lactic acid, which tastes less so — and how you make the bread helps decide the amounts and proportions of these two acids. That’s why, for instance, you’ll hear of the “sweet” sourdoughs of Italy in contrast to the more sour ones of Germany.


With the 24-hour process described here, the sourness will be milder and the taste more complex than in a typical San Francisco sourdough. In fact, you might find your bread turns out more tangy than sour. That’s okay, and you may well prefer it! But I’ll also give you simple tips for turning the sourness up or down — and in any case, you’ll get all the benefits of sourdough, including improved taste, however “sweet” or sour that may be.



Myth: Sourdough takes a lot of work!



What takes a lot of work is beginning and maintaining a traditional sourdough starter. But with modern methods of temperature control, plus the judicious use of a tiny amount of baker’s yeast at the end, making naturally fermented sourdough doesn’t require a starter at all. It’s still a bit more work than making regular yeast bread, but the health benefits — and taste! — are well worth it.



Myth: When you start sourdough, there’s always the risk it will go bad and have to be thrown out.


That’s with traditional sourdough starter, and it’s because the starter is fermenting at around room temperature. The higher temperatures of smart sourdough favor the bacteria you want, so it’s easy for them to overcome their undesirable competitors.


I call this method no-fail because a mixture of high-quality whole grain flour and water at the temperatures I recommend will always go properly sour. There is some risk of it going bad later from being pushed too far, but I’ll teach you how to control that. In fact, since perfecting my recipe, I have not had a single batch of sourdough go bad on me, though each and every one has been started from scratch.


Myth: Sourdough is wasteful because you have to discard so much when you feed it.



Making and maintaining a traditional starter can certainly be wasteful, since you’re typically told to discard as much as half the sourdough before feeding. Of course, you can find other uses for the sourdough you’ve removed, but that can be a hassle in itself.


With smart sourdough, none is discarded. You simply start with a very wet sponge, then let each feeding bring it closer to the moisture content of a finished loaf. No more conflict between conscience and convenience!


Myth: Sourdough was the first risen bread.


This is technically true but also misleading. Sourdough bakers often make this claim to conjure images of ancient bakers nurturing their precious and delicate starters. But that is almost certainly not how bread was first fermented. In a hot and humid climate like in Egypt — where risen bread is said to have first appeared — all you need to ferment dough is to leave it overnight.


Of course, it would have been natural for some Egyptian bakers to start saving a bit of dough from one batch to speed up fermenting in another. But it wasn’t until sourdough moved to the cooler climes of Europe that bakers needed elaborate procedures for developing and maintaining starters. European bakers had no way to maintain the kind of temperatures common where sourdough originated, so they had to come up with alternative methods. This is the approach that bread historians and technologists now call Type I sourdough. (That’s a Roman numeral 1.)




Type I is what many bakers today think of as the only true sourdough, even though it was dictated only by practical necessity in certain parts of the world at a certain time in history — a time that is now past.



Myth: With sourdough, the starter provides the leavening.


That’s true of Type I sourdough. But much of the sourdough sold today — especially by supermarkets and large bakeries — is what we call Type II (Roman numeral 2). The dough is fermented by sourdough bacteria, but yeast growth is actually discouraged till the end, when baker’s yeast is added for the rise.



Development of this technology began in the late 20th century. But most home bakers — and cooking writers — have yet to hear of this new approach, much less to absorb its lessons. Though Type II itself is an industrial process suited only to large bakeries, this book aims to adapt some of its principles to the home kitchen.


Myth: You need a starter so you don’t have to start your sourdough from scratch each time.


A starter will certainly do this for you, but it no longer matters so much. With modern temperature control, you can easily ferment your flour from scratch in less than a day. You won’t get the traditional balance of yeast and bacteria in that time, but you don’t need to, because you can just add a bit of baker’s yeast at the end. So, you can easily do without a starter.


Of course, there’s nothing wrong with using a starter. A starter can be helpful if you’re making loaves every day or so and want to shorten the time for each one, or if you need to ensure a specific taste — especially a more sour one — or if you just want greater control of your results.


But just to ferment your dough for health and great taste? No, you don’t need one. And for most home bakers, they’re more trouble than they’re worth.


Myth: Bread isn’t truly sourdough unless it’s made only with wild yeast.


This is kind of a joke, because when scientists studied artisan bakeries in different countries, most of them turned out to have baker’s yeast in their sourdough starters! They can’t help it. Since these bakeries use baker’s yeast for other breads and baked goods, it’s all over their kitchens and inevitably winds up in their starters.


The results were even more stark in a study of 500 starters from amateur and pro bakers around the world. Baker’s yeast dominated an astounding 92% of those starters — including ones in countries where that yeast species had never been found in the wild. Of course, most owners of those starters thought they were leavening with wild yeast!


Then there are cooking writers. You know those photos in books, articles, and blog posts that show how easily you can harness wild yeast to make a bubbly starter in just a day or two? What they really show is how the writers collected baker’s yeast that was hanging around their kitchens. Well, sure, that’s easy enough! Nurturing wild yeast to the point it can raise bread takes at least a few days longer.


In any case, it’s bacteria, not yeast, that put the sour in sourdough. What kind of yeast you’re using, and where it came from, doesn’t make any difference in that.



Myth: The best way to start sourdough is to add grapes or potato peels or . . .



Ever heard the phrase “carrying coals to Newcastle”? There’s no need to add anything extra to your sourdough, or to expose it to the air, either. All the sourdough microbes you need are on the wheat as it was grown. And doesn’t it make sense that microbes suited to fermenting your flour would be among those already on the grain?


What you do need, though, is some amount of whole wheat or another whole grain in your flour. Those sourdough microbes live on the outer surface of the grain, and if that surface is removed — as in most commercial milling — most or all of the microbes go with it. The flour from what’s left will probably still ferment, but it can take much longer, and it might not develop as you want.



A variation of this myth is that you should add some rye flour. Sure, rye is great at supplying sourdough microbes — but mainly because it’s a whole grain, not because it’s rye! Whole wheat flour — as long as it’s not overly processed — should work about as well.



Myth: Frothy bubbles mean the sourdough is gaining strength.


Unless you’re working with a mature starter, with lots of yeast growing in it, bubbles more likely mean your bacteria have begun a death spiral. When sourdough bacteria are on the rise, they use the food on hand to grow and multiply, producing lactic acid as a by-product, with little visible sign of their activity. When their food runs low, they start sputtering and spewing out acetic acid and carbon dioxide — the gas that makes the bubbles.


That means they’re just one step away from running out of food and going dormant or flat-out dying. And if they die and start to decompose? Well, then you get the putrid smell that many sourdough bakers encounter a day or two into making a starter — just when they think it has begun to take off!



Myth: Salt retards sourdough, so you should add it only at the end.



Salt does slightly retard the growth of sourdough microbes — but it retards the growth of other microbes even more. The cumulative effect is to help the sourdough microbes, reducing competition and allowing them to dominate more quickly. Salt, then, should be added as early as possible!


Myth: Sourdough bacteria are more active at lower temperatures.


The best temperatures for sourdough bacteria are actually above 86°F (30°C) — higher than for most sourdough yeast. But there’s a good reason this myth is so widely believed. When sourdough bacteria are forced to live at lower temperatures, they get stressed, and when they get stressed, they produce less lactic acid and more acetic acid. Since acetic acid tastes and smells stronger than lactic does, it’s easy to (falsely) conclude that the bacteria are more active at these temperatures.


Myth: It’s dangerous to warm any food for long because harmful bacteria can grow.



For meat and cooked foods, this is certainly true. But moderately heating a mixture of flour and water encourages healthful microbes to dominate unhealthful ones. This is much the same way milk is preserved by fermenting it into yogurt, or cabbage by fermenting it into sauerkraut.


Fermenting of plant-based foods is actually considered one of the safest ways to preserve them. The danger from bad microbes is much higher in canning. That’s because the heat in canning kills off all beneficial microbes, leaving no competition for the bad ones, which are more likely to survive extremely high temperatures and which thrive in the airless environment of the sealed container. So, it’s not uncommon to hear of people dying from canned food, while you won’t hear the same about sourdough!


Myth: Sourdough may be delicious, but gluten is bad for you.



No, gluten is a wonderful source of protein that has served humanity well for thousands of years. It’s true that people with celiac disease really should have no gluten at all — but that’s only about 1% of everyone. For others, if there’s any real problem, it’s likely to be with modern-day chemical additives that toughen gluten so that factories can make bread that’s mostly air.


You might get some of those same chemicals in instant or rapid-rise yeast. So, if you’re concerned, just avoid those kinds in your baking.


Myth: Maybe gluten is okay, but what about lectins?


Not all lectins are bad — some are important for health — and few of us get enough bad ones in our diets to account for all the problems now claimed for them. Anyway, if you want to worry about lectins, making sourdough is a perfect way to deal with them, because fermenting destroys most of them.
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Who’s Afraid of Baker’s Yeast?


Probably this book’s most controversial advice is to add baker’s yeast to your sourdough for the rise. Actually, this practice is common in artisan bakeries, where there’s even a name for it: “spiking the dough.” But to many home sourdough bakers, the idea is heresy, pure and simple. So, it’s worth saying a few more words about it.



Truthfully, before I started research and testing for this book, I would never have considered adding commercial yeast to my sourdough. To me, that was the worst kind of sourdough cheating. But the more I learned, the more I had to question my bias.



My belief that baker’s yeast is a recent invention turned out to be mostly wrong. The yeast species used in commercial baker’s yeast — Saccharomyces cerevisiae, if you want to get technical — is the same species used for thousands of years to brew beer. Food historians say at least some ancient Egyptian bakers probably leavened their bread with yeast of this kind, which they obtained from breweries. We know for a fact this is how bakeries in the United States got yeast for their bread in the 1800s.


What we call brewer’s yeast today, though, was later bred from certain strains of that species — strains that were suited more to brewing and less to baking. In response to that, food scientists developed baker’s yeast from strains of the same species but with the opposite character. So, yes, the product known as baker’s yeast is relatively new, but it’s a refinement of something used by bakers for millennia.


I also had to give up my belief that baker’s yeast was somehow inferior to natural yeast. First of all, baker’s yeast is a natural yeast, as are all yeasts. Saccharomyces cerevisiae is also found in nature. The only difference in commercial strains is that they have been isolated and bred for greater strength. This is not very different from what sourdough bakers do when they develop a starter to encourage some strains of yeast and bacteria and discourage others. And no one claims that these yeasts or bacteria are less “natural” if you add them as dried bits from someone else’s starter you bought online.


With that understood, I couldn’t deny that baker’s yeast is mostly superior to other yeast species found in sourdough. It’s stronger, making the bread rise faster and higher. That’s why this one species has been isolated and cultivated!


What makes sourdough superior to other bread is the sourdough bacteria. It’s these bacteria that mostly produce each advantage of sourdough — while the relative weakness of most sourdough yeast species may be this bread’s most common disadvantage.


The fact is, if using cultivated yeast bothers you, then you probably shouldn’t be eating wheat either. All modern wheat is a product of continual breeding from older species of wild grass — there’s not a single wheat variety that comes directly from nature. So, baker’s yeast is at least as natural as wheat itself.


In the end, all these facts and thoughts raised for me an unavoidable question: Why not? If it would entirely get rid of my need for a starter while still making my dough double in volume, why shouldn’t I add a pinch or two of yeast?


I couldn’t think of a single good reason. Can you?
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The Right Ingredients



Following: The essential ingredients of smart sourdough — flour, water, salt, yeast
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Smart sourdough is more an approach than a specific recipe. So, to start you off, we’ll keep the ingredients basic: just flour, water, salt, and yeast.


Those are really all you need to make a delicious, nutritious, satisfying loaf. In fact, that’s all I put in the basic bread I eat every day. Sourdough with more ingredients is something I make more as a treat.



But despite smart sourdough having so few essential ingredients — or maybe because of it — there’s a fair amount to say about each.


Flour


You probably know that most wheat flour today is produced by removing the bran and the germ from the wheat kernel, giving us what’s commonly called white flour. You probably also know that this provides longer shelf life and better rise, but at the expense of most of the wheat’s flavor and nutrition.


That alone is enough reason to use whole wheat flour in place of at least some of the white flour in our bread. But with sourdough, there’s another reason: The parts removed from white flour contain most of the microbes that can ferment the grain. While it’s possible to get those microbes elsewhere, the quickest and most efficient source is the flour itself. And that’s important when trying to make sourdough from scratch within 24 hours!



Other whole grains, like rye, are also good for supplying microbes — but for our basic recipe, we’ll stick to wheat. All whole wheat flour, though, is not created equal! The brand you choose can make a huge difference in your sourdough.


Probably the worst brand you can choose is a cheap one from the baking section of your supermarket. Any whole wheat flour produced for economy is bound to be made from less desirable wheat and processed with less regard for preserving nutrition. It’s likely to contain more additives as well, which may or may not be what you want.



Also, you have no idea how long ago that flour was milled or in what temperatures it has been stored. And finally, any microbes originally on the grain can’t help you if they were killed off during processing by chemicals or high heat.


Instead of reaching for the cheapest or most convenient flour, take a look at what’s beside it on those shelves. You might also look in your local natural foods store or co-op, or even just in the natural foods section of your supermarket. And check out the bulk bins, where flour may be fresher from faster turnover. With luck, you might find a store that keeps whole wheat flour refrigerated, or even a local mill that sells direct.
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