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On behalf of Shipton Mill this book is dedicated to the four friends who were there from the start, and the hundreds of craftsmen who have helped us along the way – willingly and unselfishly passing on their knowledge and skills and freely giving their time – in particular, Tony Ashcroft. Also to Stuart Hall and Burt Andrews, whose millwright skills were instrumental in the foundation of the Mill. And to my dad, whose vision and tireless efforts have powered Shipton Mill to what it is today.





PREFACE

‘The public unrest, that started in Petrograd, now has spontaneous and threatening character. They are based on lack of baked bread and insufficient delivery of flour that originates panics, but mainly, on lack of confidence to the government that is incapable to save the country from the dangerous situation… There is no faith in the garrison forces. The reserve battalions of the guard are flooded with insurrection… If this movement is extended over the whole army… it will result in downfall of Russia and the dynasty, inevitably’ 1

So many of us love to fill our kitchens with the flavours and smells of baking, but there is one key ingredient upon which the success of a recipe can rise or fall, and which many people know relatively little about. Flour. This is a book about flour, and an introduction to some of its multiple and varied uses.

Of course, flour is just one of several ingredients to go into the finished product, and this is not to say that the quality of all the ingredients are not equally important. They are. The right (or wrong) choice of flour, however, can alter your entire creation. Flour can define structure, appearance, texture and flavour. Sometimes the choice can be confusing.

Broadly, most people are relatively comfortable with the knowledge you can use strong white flour and wholemeal flour for bread, and plain flour for cakes and pastries – all made from wheat. The array of alternative flours and grains available can be baffling, and some of their properties and flavours relatively unknown. I have met bakers who see no need to venture beyond these three types. However, while these flours are popular for good reason due to their versatility and ease of use, it seems a shame to ignore all the other grains the world has to offer. Stunning flavours, colours and textures are at your fingertips, to introduce versatility and breadth to your baking, and variety to your diet.
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Flours can be ground from seeds and nuts, as well as grains (although for simplicity I sometimes just refer to ‘grains’). For example, nuts such as almonds and hazelnuts can be ground up and used to make beautiful cake sponges or to add texture to pastry.

Flours are also milled from other grains which date back for thousands of years, often termed ‘ancient’ grains. There is no official definition for an ‘ancient grain’, but the term is used to refer to grains that remain broadly the same now in composition as they were thousands of years ago. Einkorn, emmer, spelt and Khorasan are all considered ancient grains, along with grains such as quinoa and amaranth, among others. By comparison, modern varieties of wheat are often hybridised and bred with other varieties, to form constantly evolving specimens.

This book will introduce you to the characteristics and personalities of many of the different types of wheat flour, as well as those made from other grains, nuts and seeds, so that you can learn about the extraordinary variety available to us. Why limit yourself to two or three flours from the same grain when there is an incredibly diverse selection to choose from, which can make absolutely sensational recipes?

With this in mind, the recipes in the book showcase a wide range of flours – as well as their myriad uses. Through cooking with them in simple recipes, you will get to know them better. Most of all, this book is about experimenting. In my opinion, one of the best ways to get to know and understand flour is just to have a go, get the feel and taste of it, and if it doesn’t work out, keep practising and adjusting until it does. Although a lot of baking is down to science, much can be learned through instinct and practice as well.

So, without further ado, roll up your sleeves, fire up the oven and dive in to this rich and exciting world of aromas and flavours.
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1 Extracts translated from telegrams from M. V. Rodzianko, the Chairman of the Fourth State Duma, to Tsar Nicholas II, dated 26 and 27 February 1917, from the State Archive of the Russian Federation


SHIPTON MILL: THE BEGINNING
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[image: image] WAS in 1979, just a few years after his twentieth birthday, when my father and four of his friends discovered the ruined Shipton Mill nestling deep within a valley in the Cotswolds. Circled by the river Avon and set on the edge of an ancient wood, the mill had remained untouched for half a century. The place was full of dreams and was exactly what they had been searching for. This was the beginning of their adventure – to revive and restore Shipton Mill and get the millstones turning again.

At that time, the five friends were restoring houses in London, learning the artisan skills of fine plasterwork, painting, gilding, and renovation. Heavily influenced by the nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts movement, which valued the skills of people and the influence of man above machine, they dreamed of a workers’ cooperative and of balancing their hectic work schedules in London with the slow rhythm of artisan milling. The watermill at Shipton Wood was to become their first project. They rebuilt the mill themselves, quite literally from the rubble.

The photographs taken by my grandfather Joe (whom my brother is named after) depict a derelict and abandoned site, made all the more haunting captured in black and white. Nettles were growing out of gaping black holes where once there were windows. There was no barn, and the stones were crumbling. Joe lived in the neighbouring town of Malmesbury, where my mother grew up, so with his help and encouragement local craftsmen were found and skilled millwrights enlisted. Learning an artisan profession was part of the ethos behind starting the Mill but with the British economy on the floor as they set to work all around them people professed it was madness.

My father and his friends worked out that in theory, they could mill for one day and make enough money to survive for one week. Somehow, this didn’t quite work out in practice, but I like the idea. After a few years, the others were drawn to different jobs and returned to London or picked up alternative artisan crafts, but they were a strong part of the impetus to get the Mill working again. The Mill was also my parents’ home, becoming a family home when I was born, and Joe a few years later.

Milling had been carried out for centuries on the exact spot of Shipton Mill today. A mill was recorded on the site in the Domesday Book in 1086. Then, it was one of thousands of mills in the country. The business and equipment has changed over the years, but the sense of place and continuity is at the heart of what we do. We are just one of the links in a chain stretching back for hundreds of years, so the balance of innovating while also staying true to tradition is important to us.

The process of stone grinding today is still remarkably similar to the original process that is centuries old, and is a link back to different lives and different times. We can see all the knowledge and improvements that have been developed over the centuries come to fruition in one place. The landscape and people change, but the job has remained the same.
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John Lister



During the 1600s and 1700s, there would have been a mill in nearly every village that had a river and grain crops growing nearby, and these would be harvested then transported the short distance to the local mill. Farmers and villagers would bring their own grain to the miller to mill it into flour for them. (A few people still do so today; some of the local farms drop off their grain and collect it as flour from us the next day.) Some larger towns and cities were even ringed with scores of windmills or watermills. Pre-industrial revolution, the mills were social hubs where locals would chatter and share news while they were waiting to collect their flour, or even conduct their courtships!

The improvement of transportation in the eighteenth century, including the construction of canals and better roads, began to change the milling landscape and how the mills operated. Flour could be transported much further afield, at low cost, which meant there was less need for a mill in every village. Gradually, the number of mills began to decline, with some being bought up and amalgamated by larger milling companies. Milling in the UK today is vastly different. Where once there were thousands of tiny independent mills, now there are only a few left. This contrasts with other European countries, such as France and Italy, where many small mills thrive in larger numbers.

The rent for the Mill back in 1339 would cost the miller ‘a quart of good ale and a bushel of flour’. Today, times have changed a little and the Mill produces on a much larger scale, but people still drop by to pick up their sacks of flour. Sometimes they are local, other times visitors drop in as part of a much longer journey. We even had two travelling troubadours (rather unusual in this era), Will and Ed, pass through and they took some of our sourdough starter with them for their journey, in exchange for a song.

The first range of flours we developed were all organic and stoneground. Stone grinding is a traditional milling method, which retains the goodness of the whole grain in the flour (for more information on stone grinding see here). While the concept of ‘organic’ was not half as well known in the 1980s as it is today, such qualities saw the business gradually grow through the customers who were looking for them in their baking.

It took Dad quite some time to search out the first set of millstones, which were key to establishing the quality and flavour of our flours from the outset. Ever since these millstones started to turn again, Dad has typically worked from before 6am long into the night, and I am immensely proud of his entrepreneurial spirit, which has powered the Mill back to where it is today. All the machinery was bought second hand from mills that had closed down, at little cost, recycling what could otherwise have become redundant and sent to the scrap yard. The financial output to set up the business was minimal. The team learned on the job as they went along. Mistakes were made – merchants would sell Dad wheat claiming it was ‘spectacular’, while feedback from the local bakers in Tetbury would suggest otherwise. Developments in technology have really improved our ability to gauge the quality of the grain ourselves. Dad bought equipment and set up a tiny laboratory so that we can run our own tests on the grains we source before purchasing. This ensures we use only the best quality.

The Mill has come a long way since the times when Dad used discarded second-hand office furniture, and ran his office from a caravan. His ‘executive chair’, found in a skip, was missing one of the wheels. When interviewing his first potential employee, Dad accidentally overbalanced, and losing all dignity, tipped backwards and disappeared from view. (The man got the job – his discretion had to be bought.)

As Dad and his friends were rebuilding the Mill, snippets of history and legends about its past emerged. For example, he found out that the High Street in the local town of Malmesbury was partly paved with Shipton millstones for a time. Apparently, the abbot seized them in retaliation after a quarrel with the miller over who could fish in the river. The abbot controlled the millstream fishing rights, and so took his revenge through the confiscation of the millstones. Even today that would have been a hugely expensive haul, and the confiscation would have prevented the miller from being able to carry out his business, while watching the local townspeople quite literally walk over the tools of his trade.

It was also discovered that French prisoners of war left over from the Napoleonic wars allegedly built the lakes that feed the millrace (the section of the river that leads up to the water wheel). The water was critical to the Mill, as it powered the water wheel that in turn powered the milling machinery. No water, no business. We still have a water wheel in the same spot, but unfortunately it cannot provide enough energy for our needs today. In the summer, the water companies extract water from the river and the water level drops so there is insufficient water to power the mill for the summer months. The wheel still remains however, as a key part of the heritage. The original water wheel was removed and melted down for munitions in the war, so Dad set about recasting the wheel at a foundry not far away in Bristol, and reinstated it in its former setting.

Next to the water wheel are the sluice gates which can close off the millpond when necessary. They control the level of the water, so that it can be diverted to run past the wheel at the level required (providing there is enough water running through the river to begin with). When there is a particularly heavy rainfall in the winter, you can hear the wheel turning at an incredible rate, even with the sluice gates wide open. The metal chugs as it rotates with the fast-moving current.

The countryside surrounding the Mill is filled with wildlife; it’s an incredibly diverse ecosystem. Kingfishers sit on the branch overhanging the river by the office, otters and brown trout swim in the millrace, and yellow flag irises line the banks of the river in the summertime. When the Mill finally stops grinding in the evening, a remarkable peace descends after the insane bustle of the day. It is one of the chief charms of the place that nature can thrive around business.

Since day one we have milled stoneground flours at Shipton Mill. However, it became clear fairly quickly that there was demand for our flour beyond the stoneground varieties. To be able to offer refined finer-grade flours and light rye flours required space for roller-milling equipment, so we eventually decided to expand to the old Cadbury’s chocolate factory site in the nearby village of Frampton on Severn. Situated on the banks of the canal, the feel of the place, as well as the proximity to the Mill, was important to us in determining where to expand our Mill. Frampton today also houses our test bakery, and is where we run our baking workshops.

While this expansion has enabled the Mill to meet growing demand and provide a wider range of flours, we remain a small and close-knit team. In fact, our Mill only requires one miller at a time to operate it. Of course the team is bigger, including staff to help pack and prepare the flour for distribution, and to manage the administrative side of the business. The actual milling, however, is in the hands of one person, who brings it all together and keeps the stones turning. This is not the same for all mills, some of which have much larger teams, but this is how we run our operation.
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John Compton checking the flour



Meet the miller

Some of the team have worked at the Mill since before I was born. John Compton has been one of the main millers for nearly 30 years and is part of the fabric of life at the Mill. Even at the weekends John sometimes comes in to show visitors with a passion for flour around the Mill, for which the boys like to rib him a bit, calling him the ‘face of Shipton Mill’.

The start to John’s typical day varies, depending on what he is milling and when the grain deliveries arrive, but could be any time between 5.30 and 8am. Grain is delivered to the Mill most days, and stored in enormous elm-lined grain bins. John says he still loves the sight of the grain arriving down the drive, even though he sees it daily. Every single batch of grain is sampled and checked for quality. The grain is transported up the three stories to the top of the Mill by an old-fashioned system of lifts, pulleys and elevators. It then goes for conditioning, which is to ensure it has the correct moisture content before it goes to be milled. This is an ongoing two-day cycle; each day one batch of grain is ready for milling while another is being conditioned.

When you spend as much time as John in the Mill, you learn to hear immediately when something is wrong. Part of his job is simply to listen to the sounds the Mill is making. The only way to tell whether there is a blockage is through listening – there are no computerised systems to flag the problems. Most of us can tell when something is badly out of sync, but John is so in tune with the workings of the Mill that he frequently catches problems before they’ve barely begun.

Samples of grain are checked every hour, for protein and moisture levels. Hourly sieving tests are also carried out, to check the flour is being milled to the correct grade, and to identify any potential breaches in the sieving process.

John knows and can carry out every step of the process, from start to finish, and controls all of them. Some larger mills have teams of people each with specific roles, but the Mill has been set up so that just one miller can manage the whole operation from grain to flour. After that, it’s a team effort to pack up and dispatch all the customer orders for our mail order site, with the office team piling over to the barn in busy periods such as Christmas, to lend a hand.
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Put your nose to the grindstone

A key part of the miller’s work is the selection of the very best grains for the flour, and using their knowledge to grind and blend those varieties to achieve the desired qualities for baking. There are two main methods of milling the grain after selection; the ancient technique of stone grinding, and the more modern technique of roller milling. Each has something to offer, depending upon the type of flour you want to produce.

STONE GRINDING

Stone grinding retains all the natural goodness of the grains in the flour. In one single-step process, the millstones grind the whole grain into flour with a beautiful nutty and aromatic flavour and texture. This type of flour is at the heart of the Mill, and was the very first flour we produced.

The basic principles of stone grinding have hardly changed in thousands of years. This ancient process still produces fantastic results today, despite (or perhaps because of) its simplicity. The fixed ‘bed’ stone is positioned under the ‘runner’ stone, which rotates on top of it. Grain is fed in a controlled stream through a hole in the centre of the runner stone, and the flour runs to the edges through carved grooves and furrows.

We use French Burr stone, which is a heavy marble. It is unique, selected over the centuries by millers as the best for shearing the grain correctly to open it and reduce it to a perfect flour. Fortunately French Burr stone is also immensely hard wearing, as these stones are now hard to come by. The stones originally came from the Marne Valley in France, but the quarry has long since closed. Now, the only way to find the stones is to source them from old mills no longer in operation, or which are switching to alternative milling methods and have no use for them.

To get the best from both the stones and therefore the flour, the miller must care for and set the stones. We are one of the last few remaining millwrights who make and ‘dress’ (maintain) our own stones. The surfaces are cut into ‘lands’ and ‘grooves’, which feed the flour out to the edges (the ‘lands’ are the raised surfaces between the grooves). The surface of the stones tapers towards the outer edge to draw the flour out through the furrows. The gap between the stones must be kept 100 per cent accurate to achieve the correct consistency for the flour. If the gap is too wide, the flour will be too coarse. If it is too narrow, the stones run the risk of grinding into each other, rather than the grains, and may chip, or worse still, spark and cause a fire. The stones must also be perfectly balanced, to ensure an even rotation and grinding. The miller balances the stones using a little weight box in the back of the stone, which has to be filled with precisely the right amount of molten lead.

Millers were not generally trained to dress their own stones. ‘Millwrights’ were originally travelling craftsmen who would go from mill to mill providing this critical maintenance. While dressing the stones, chips of stone and metal would fly off from the ‘mill bill’, the hammer used to chip away at the stones, and lodge themselves in the millwright’s arms. To prove their experience, the millwright would roll up his sleeves to show this embedded stone and metal, and this is where the phrase ‘show me your metal’ is believed to have originated from. I don’t know anyone who particularly enjoys writing a CV, but it sounds a rather preferable option to the above.

Millwrights were also responsible for welding the Burr stones together to create enormous stones suitable for milling large quantities of flour. French Burr stones usually only come in smaller pieces so they are often set in Plaster of Paris. Millstones are also commonly made from a second type of stone called ‘millstone grit’, which is cut out of the rocks in one piece in the north of England, in and around the Pennines and Peak District. Millstone grit is normally used for a slightly different purpose to French Burr stone, mostly for ‘feed milling’, producing lower-grade flours for animal feed.

ROLLER MILLING

Roller milling is a process that was developed in the late 1860s to 1870s. The first roller mills were built in Hungary, and quickly caught on overseas as people discovered the revolutionary new flours they could produce. Roller milling, combined with sieving, separates the bran and wheat germ from the rest of the grain. It is faster than traditional stone grinding, and the mills can be set to produce a very refined grade of flour. We introduced roller milling at our Frampton site so that we could supply bakers with all the different types of white flour they required.

Roller mills can damage the wheat more than stone grinding due to the speed they operate at and the vigorous action required, which emits heat. Milling technology has been continually adapting to try to prevent and correct this by focusing on reducing the temperature and pressure within the rolls. The grain is passed between two sets of metal rollers, breaking it up. Originally, these pieces of broken grain were then directly stone ground to make the flour. This process evolved, and a succession of rolls and sieves were introduced to separate the bran and wheat germ from the rest of the grain (specifically, the endosperm). The grain would pass through various stages, getting more refined with each set of rolls. The break rolls are the first set of rolls the grain passes through. They start the shearing process, splitting the berry into parts, and removing some of the white endosperm from the bran. Next the grain passes through the reduction rolls, which reduce it down further, until you have the grade of flour required.
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Rye grain about to be milled
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To make a white flour, the grain goes through a series of reductions, where most of the bran is removed as it passes through the different sets of rolls. The coarser fragments of flour (which were known as ‘middlings’) are ‘bolted’ or sieved to remove the bran, between the sets of rolls. Fabric, such as fine linens and silks, were used to sieve the meal for refinement. The idea of using something as precious as silk to sieve a grain as humble as wheat really illustrates the value and status that was placed on fine white flour in the 1800s. Roller-milled, refined, white flour became a status symbol for the wealthy, along with the accompanying products made with it. As the processes for weaving developed throughout the eighteenth century and finely spun cloths became more widely available due to mass production, ‘miller’s gauze’ became an essential part of the milling process.

Brown flour is where some of the bran is removed, and with wholemeal flour, none of the bran is removed. Some millers sell the bran as animal feed or for human consumption, and the wheat germ that is extracted can also be used for baking breads or sprinkled on top of cereals or porridge for breakfast.

My great, great, great, great, great (etc.) grandfather, Richard Arkwright, was responsible for one of the key weaving developments in the eighteenth century, leading him to be (somewhat dubiously) nicknamed the ‘father of mass production’. He invented and patented the water frame, powered by water, to spin cloth on an industrial scale, making it widely available. I wonder if any of it ended up being used for bolting in mills? The water frame was one of the earlier inventions in the industrial revolution, but developments continued at a fast rate. As the revolution continued and working conditions in many factories became appalling, it inspired William Blake to write the lines of what became the hymn ‘Jerusalem’, famously dubbing them the ‘dark satanic mills’.

More recently nylon has been substituted for silk. It has taken the weaving and milling industries centuries to develop a fabric to rival the finest silk or linen.

ANCIENT MILLING METHODS

Dad and I made a trip to Pompeii several years ago, where you can still see the bakery ovens and the millstones, preserved to this day by the volcanic ashes of Mount Vesuvius. The mills and ovens of Pompeii are believed to date from 79AD, showing us exactly how flour was milled even then. Despite getting up early to make our way there, it was already a scorching midsummer day as we traipsed around the streets of the town, taking one wrong turn after the next searching for what we had come to see. It was Dad’s enthusiasm for finding this bakery and the millstones in whatever temperature that persuaded me to keep going, and it was certainly worth it. The preservation of this town is absolutely mind-blowing, and I can’t wait to go back there. Not least to enjoy again some of the incredible Italian food we sampled along the way.

Some of the oldest methods of milling date back to prehistoric and Neolithic times, and are still used in parts of the world today. The earliest form of quern stones were used in pairs to mill the flour – the upper, moveable quern (the ‘hand stone’), and the lower, fixed quern (the ‘saddle stone’, or ‘quern stone’). The saddle stone was given its name because over years of usage, pulling the hand stone backwards and forwards over it carved it into a shape similar to a horse’s saddle. Quern stones crush the grains or seeds to achieve a coarse flour or meal. The stones range in size, and some even required several people to operate them. They were not just used to mill grains, but also to crush other things such as pigments, herbs and fruits, similar to a pestle and mortar. Later, ‘rotary’ querns were developed in various forms. Sieves and baskets, possibly made out of hair and papyrus, were then used to refine the flour. The Romans were credited with introducing linen to sieve the flour to obtain the finest, whitest consistency.

Over the centuries, watermills and windmills were built and milling technology continued to develop. There is evidence to suggest the construction of watermills across France and Britain dates back as far as the Roman invasion. These mills are not that different in design to the watermills we see today. The wheels were set vertically into the water, as is ours at the Mill, and they even had gearing systems to control the speeds. Windmills are believed to have followed on from watermills, or may have been an invention introduced from Persia. Harnessing the water and the wind for power required skill and foresight, to forecast the weather and to be able to adapt the milling methods accordingly.

Mills appeared both in the countryside and in towns, as nearly everyone needed flour as part of their daily diet. By medieval times, the selection of flours had broadened. There were roughly three grades of flour available, which are recognisable still in today’s categorisations: wholemeal, sifted brown and sifted white. Sifted white flour was darker and creamier in colour than what we know as the pure white flour milled today, as medieval milling methods did not allow for the same level of refinement. Precise refinement only became possible after the introduction of roller milling and repetitive sifting.

Our philosophy

We support organic farming practices, and do our best to try to live and contribute towards a sustainable existence. Leaving behind a fertile earth for generations to come is the driving part of the philosophy that influences the decisions at the Mill, both with the business and in our personal lives. This means sourcing the grain from farmers who share our belief in working the land in a way that will preserve it, along with the animals and plants that live on it.

For some time, Dad has been interested in biodynamic farming practices. Developed by Rudolf Steiner as a sustainable method of farming the earth, biodynamic farming has spiritual, ecological and ethical outlooks to it, examining farming as a whole and how to get the healthiest and most fertile earth and crops out of the land. Perhaps it’s oversimplifying it, but I think biodynamics looks at the bigger picture, rather than farming as an isolated practice. The key difference between biodynamic and organic farming is that to some extent organic farmers are following agricultural practices, focusing purely on the farming. Biodynamics goes a few steps further, in that it also involves cosmological, organic and social aspects. For example, take the biodynamic planting calendar, which is determined by cosmology and observes natural rhythms. The biodynamic farmer considers the farm as a single living system. Encouraging new thinking and finding creative solutions to agricultural issues are part of this biodynamic culture. It looks at farming in the context of the wider environment, and seeks practical solutions to achieve an environmentally friendly yet also productive way of life. It is also important to our team at the Mill to keep the flour pure, and free from any potentially harmful chemicals. For example, glyphosate, a weed killer used on many crops today, is currently causing huge controversy. Some scientists have labelled it ‘probably carcinogenic’, along with potential links to a variety of health problems, including coeliac disease. These claims have yet to be fully researched and proven. Glyphosate may also have an impact on the environment. Its usage in the UK has dramatically increased over the last 20 years according to government statistics, while several countries have banned it. Organic crops are never treated with it and I try to eat bread which is not only free from additives and preservatives, but which is also made from organic ingredients.
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High in the roof are what we call the ‘cyclones’, used for dust extraction
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Clockwise from top: the vegetable box for employees and visitors; gardener Emily Thomas; the greenhouse and team planning board



The Mill does not support the use of enzymes or preservatives in any of the flour. We are campaigning for the removal of the statutory nutrients that must be added to flour, which is a legacy leftover from the war (calcium carbonate, iron, niacin and thiamin). These nutrients do not occur naturally in the flour, but by law they have to be added. This is what people call ‘fortified’ flour, whereas ‘unfortified flour’ is flour that has not had these statutorily compulsory nutritional additions.

The garden

Some of my strongest memories of food at the Mill are linked to the summer and autumn, when the garden and hedgerows are at their peak. In the early evening, Joe and I would be sent out to collect bunches of sweet peas, vegetables, salad and herbs, armed with pairs of scissors and wicker baskets. Mum and I would then prepare the dinner together at the huge kitchen table, shelling mounds of broad beans and peas, or peeling potatoes.

Since then the garden has continued to flourish. Flowers are grown alongside edibles, so it is a mixture of practical and ornamental, a typical cottage garden. Our vegetables are grown in raised beds at the bottom of the garden, hidden by tall yew hedges. Mum designed the raised beds as a miniature maze, in a beautiful circular pattern. In the centre, we have a small outdoor wood-burning stove so that we can sit outside as the summer evenings turn colder, amongst the sweet peas and vegetables. Mum has always worked hard at the garden, and over the years, her designs and perseverance have paid off. The pokey old greenhouse has been upgraded and in the summer is filled with tomatoes and herbs. Rhubarb grows in dark clay pots around the outside, amongst the apple trees. The greenhouse looks magical when it’s pitch black under a clear sky and you turn the lights on inside – the glass house literally glows.

We have been learning how to implement biodynamic practices in the garden, and this has produced some wonderful results, both for the produce we grow and the insects and animals that inhabit it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen as many honey bees as during our recent summers; I hardly dared to pick the lavender for my recipes for fear of drawing out a swarm of bees along with it!

There is a separate herb garden on the other side of the river in a warm and protected spot, where the thyme, covered in tiny purple flowers, creeps over it like a carpet. Several varieties of mint are planted all around the beds, and most importantly, next to the kitchen door for the occasions when a mojito is required. Emily, our lovely gardener, treats the garden with biodynamic preparations and carries out the planting according to the biodynamic calendar. She rotates some of the produce, but also plants mixed crops in some of the beds, which to some extent can reduce the need for rotation. Emily has recently started growing quinoa as an experiment, and also Maris Widgeon (an English variety of wheat that we mill), to show visitors what it looks like before it is milled into flour. The quinoa worried her to begin with as she confessed it bore a strong resemblance early on to a highly contagious weed (Fat Hen, to which quinoa is closely related), and she was unsure whether she had been planting and tending beds of weeds which might infest the whole garden. Fortunately, it did turn out to be quinoa, so we’re looking forward to seeing how that one develops. The gardening team is slowly growing as it enlarges as a project and moves far beyond just being a family, home garden. In addition to following biodynamic principles in the garden, we are also experimenting with a ‘no dig’ policy in parts of the vegetable garden to see how this impacts on their growth.
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Siobhan Nolan
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Joe Lister



 

We try to give everyone who works at the Mill fresh vegetables to take home with them so that nothing goes to waste. The same goes for our cut flowers, which are made up into posies, and put in jam jars outside the office. Some of these are taken to a local honesty box, as the output of the garden is gradually increasing beyond supplying only the people who live or work here.

One of our most beautiful trees is an enormous fig tree in a sheltered corner of the yard. It dates back several generations, and was grown from a cutting belonging to my great, great grandfather. As well as providing us with fresh figs, which I have used as inspiration in some of these recipes, it also made an excellent hiding place. One of my chief delights since the age of about five has consisted of hiding in various corners and jumping out at Joe or Dad (I still do on occasion). Joe recently karate chopped me out of surprise, whereas Dad decided to get his revenge by lying in wait for me behind the office door. Unfortunately, it wasn’t me who walked through, but an unsuspecting customer who was there for a meeting with him. Walking into a seemingly empty office, the MD then leapt out from behind the door with a gigantic roar, scaring our poor visitor half to death. He probably thinks Shipton Mill is run by a bunch of loonies after that particular experience. (And may not be far wrong.)
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In addition to using the kitchen garden for our cooking, the trees and hedgerows also offer riches, including crab apples, blackberries, elderflowers (which make fantastic cordial), rose hips and nettles. The river is also a source of food, with wild trout, crayfish, watercress and water-mint. We don’t eat exclusively from the garden, but you really can’t beat locally grown, seasonal organic produce for a delicious meal, no matter how humble the fruit or vegetable.

‘Seasonal’ has been a buzzword for some time, which is perhaps in danger of becoming irritating to some, and overused. There isn’t, however, a better substitute word in my mind for describing the natural appeal of food that is in season. In summer, we crave fruits, fresh herbs and vegetables, and in winter, it’s all about root vegetables and warming food. To put it simply, food needs to fit with the weather.

My favourite times in the garden are late at night and very early in the morning. On a crisp, cool autumn evening the stars are so incredibly bright, as there are no streetlights or sources of other light pollution for miles. Shooting stars, hot breath in the cold air, and the crunch of frosted gravel underfoot on the drive as you walk out to see the sheep and shut up the chickens – this is one of the most quiet and peaceful times, out there in the darkness. Early morning at the Mill also has that magical quality, when the first rays of sunlight catch the tops of the trees and light up the dew or frost on the ground. I like those times of day when you can gather your thoughts before the bustle commences, that give you those couple of extra hours of thinking time. Strolling around the garden with coffee in hand and the dog for company is where I get a few minutes of solitude. Given the Mill is often up and running by 6am, this does mean I sometimes surprise Emily or the millers like some ghostly apparition wandering through the garden.

The animals

We keep sheep and chickens, and over the years have had a range of family pets, including cats, dogs, rabbits and guinea pigs. The sheep provide us with wool, which is sent off after the annual shearing to be spun and woven into blankets in time for winter. Our chickens provide us with free-range eggs. The chickens are incredibly appreciative of all the scraps we give them; even unappetising morsels such as Brussels sprout peelings. The real boss at the Mill at one time was our big ginger cat Porrig, who used to go to work with Dad in the office every day. He was quite grumpy in his old age, and would walk along the computer keyboards of the office team, typing random, original expletives into their documents for them to find later on.

Our flock of sheep started with two motherless lambs, which Joe and I reared by hand until they were old enough to live in the meadow. I can recall the smell of the lamb’s milk powder so vividly, making up their bottles every day. Dad tried to convince us that we didn’t need to get a dog as we could ‘walk our sheep around the field’. We tried this once, and soon realised our suspicions were well founded – the sheep were incredibly strong, and could easily walk us by dragging us around at speed. Eventually, we got the dog.

The flock has now expanded, and they are an excellent way of ‘cutting’ the grass in the meadow. Apart from one incredibly aggressive ram, they’ve all been rather sweet. The ram used to chase my friends and the millers, and also, I believe, terrified a few walkers who crossed his field. Some small, black horned Hebridean sheep have been added to the original white flock.
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Once, Dad asked our farmer friend David if he could borrow his black horned ram of the same Hebridean pedigree to breed from. Mysteriously, as the rain came, David’s ram slowly turned from black to a sodden grey. David had sprayed his enormous thug of a white ram black, so that when our lambs arrived they were all shades of black, white and grey. This is a practical joke on which revenge has not yet been exacted. You see what sorts of tomfoolery go on down in Gloucestershire.

The miller’s daughter

The amount of knowledge that Dad and his team have amassed over the years has astonished me, yet Dad has never had the time to put any of it into words. Although I am still learning I wanted to try and do it for him – to tell the story of Shipton Mill, to capture some of its spirit and to record some of his expertise, as well as provide recipes to illustrate the various uses for the weird and wonderful flours he grinds.

My brother Joe and I grew up at the Mill, so the rumble of the machinery and the comings and goings are so familiar to us that we don’t always notice them now. After we’d both spent some years working in other jobs (myself in the City, Joe as a grain trader), we found ourselves drawn back to our family business. Luckily, Dad didn’t boot us out. Not yet, anyway… My grandpa Keith once said, ‘always march to the beat of your own drum’. That is something I have watched my father do, and I like to think he has instilled some of this spirit in us.

This probably gives the game away that I’m neither a chef, nor a miller. I’m a home cook, without any formal training. After several years of barely cooking at all while working long hours and surviving primarily off office canteen food or late-night ready meals, three years ago I began to pick it up again. I have been teaching myself on and off, and through the process falling back in love with it. This means that there have been a fair few mistakes along the way, but I’ve been lucky enough to have access to a knowledgeable group of millers and bakers, and I have pestered all those that come across my path for tips, tricks and troubleshooting advice.

The emphasis in the recipes that follow is on letting the ingredients speak for themselves. They are simple, and easy to prepare. Precisely because I’m not a trained chef, the food I cook is pretty relaxed and informal, and very easy to cook at home. If you work long hours, you generally want something hassle-free when you get in the door.

My family emphasised the importance of good-quality, wholesome ingredients at every mealtime and we gravitate to healthy food for the majority of the time, but there’s very little denial of anything either. ‘Everything in moderation’ has become a bit of a cliché, but I think it’s lasted as an expression for a reason (although I have to say, excess can be great too!) Food is about both enjoyment and health, and then finding a balance. According to my dog, food equals love. I think he’s on the money with this, so these recipes are about food to make people happy.
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FLOUR
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[image: image] IS well documented that something as simple as flour has been at the heart of revolutions that could overthrow an entire leadership. Contrasting with attitudes to flour today, I find this incredibly striking. Because bread was such a staple part of the diet of the poor, if there were flour shortages or grain prices were hiked, it equated to hunger for many. In turn, this sparked anger and uprisings, in some instances changing and redefining the leadership hierarchy of countries forever.

A shortage of flour and bread played a key part in the build up to the October Revolution in Russia in 1917 (also known as Red October, or the Bolshevik Revolution), and the resulting public unrest contributed to the downfall of the provisional government, following the overthrow of the Tsar. The French ‘Flour Wars’ saw riots in April and May 1775, and are viewed as being a forerunner of the monumental French Revolution. How society views flour has changed dramatically over the centuries, and now we expect it to be readily available on shop shelves for whenever we need to bake. I think its importance has been so great in the past because it is so simple and available to so many. Rather than just being a luxury for the rich, flour has been a staple part of diets stretching across the breadth of society, easily affordable and versatile in its uses. This meant people depended upon it to feed their families, and when it was in short supply the effects could be severe.

Today, while there might be temporary shortages of specific grains, flour is generally available in every supermarket in the UK, along with countless independent retailers. To some extent, I think we have forgotten about the history and heritage of flour, despite it still being used in so many products we consume every day.

Gluten

Gluten is the key protein around which many breads have been developed. Lots of flours contain gluten, depending on the grain they are milled from, but in the UK it is most readily available in wheat. Often people discuss gluten as an abstract concept, or as something to be avoided, without really understanding what it is and how it functions. At a basic level, gluten is found in a variety of grains, and is comprised of two protein groups: glutenin and gliadin. It forms when flour and water are mixed and kneaded together. The strands of gluten formed by kneading trap the carbon dioxide gas produced during the fermentation of the dough and this helps achieve a rise. When you knead the dough, you work the gluten. When you leave it to rest, it relaxes, allowing the glutenin and gliadin to re-form into long strands of protein, which will help determine the structure of the finished loaf.

Substitutions

We are often asked whether flours are directly substitutable for each other. For example, can you swap chestnut flour into a recipe designed for self-raising flour? The answer is that it depends very much on the qualities of the flours in question. This particularly applies to gluten-free flours, which, in their pure, unblended form, cannot usually be substituted directly into recipes that have been designed with flours containing gluten in mind. If you want to swap one type of white wheat flour for another, as long as they have a similar protein content, then it is likely to work. If you want to use a recipe designed for white wheat flour with a totally different grain, then it may not work.
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Rye grain from the farm for sampling



As you would expect, flours milled from different grains have their unique properties, and as such will perform differently – they will absorb water at different rates, they will provide different tastes and textures, they may react differently to raising agents, and so on. Swaps and substitutions can be made, but assess them on a case-by-case basis, taking into account what you want to bake and whether the properties of the flour can support that.

Blending grains and flours

There are various reasons for blending grains. Firstly, the miller will blend the same type of grain from different farms, and possibly different countries. This is to ensure the flour provides a consistent flavour and the same baking properties, every time. It is a vital part of the miller’s job to select the very best grains to make the blends (see Provenance below for more details on this).

Secondly, flour blends are created for specific purposes and products. For example, our soda bread flour is a mix of coarse ground flour with bran, which provides the flavours and textures that we think a good soda bread should have. Special purpose blends can be made from single varieties of grain, or a combination, and are designed to achieve the best outcome for a product. The Italian flour type 00 (see here), for example, is milled to various specifications, with some mills creating different versions for pizza and pasta. Other examples of special purpose flour blends include flour milled for noodles, bagels and baguettes.

Another purpose blend is for gluten-free baking. A blend of gluten-free flours – and sometimes starches –is mixed to produce a closer result to baking with gluten than using a single type of flour. Many brands sell all-purpose gluten-free flours, which can vary in composition and ingredients. Each type of gluten-free flour has a different set of properties, and by blending those different flours you can use them to bake products that might not be possible just using one of them on their own.

Provenance

All flours have a story to tell about where they originated, what they were first used for, and how this has evolved into their usages today. Culture and flour are intrinsically connected, along with the landscape from which they derive. For example, teff, grown in Ethiopia and Eritrea, makes fantastic flour for flatbreads such as injera. The bread was developed to work with the natural properties of the flour, fermenting it with water to make a batter that could then be turned into a flatbread.

Flours are now increasingly being pushed beyond their traditional cultural uses as more and more varieties become globally available, and we experiment with their uses in countries far away from where the grains or kernels have been grown. Part of what is so fascinating about flour is its geography, and the way the grains are mapped out across the different terrains. As you can imagine, grains vary with landscape – a vast, windswept prairie has entirely different growing conditions to a rocky, shady mountain region, and so on.
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