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host of mouth-watering ﬂavours, sweet, sour

and savoury, as you chew it. Small wonder that

many, faced with a choice between industrially

produced or artisanal breads, will gladly pay two

or three times more for a loaf of the real thing.

So much for the ﬂavour. Another big part of

sourdough’s appeal is the positive effect it can

have on your digestion — and therefore your

whole sense of well-being. More and more

people are discovering that industrially baked

bread — which is induced to rise chemically, in

a matter of minutes, rather than biologically,

over hours — can be hard to digest, and many

find that it causes them to feel bloated, tired

and achy. Sourdough, on the other hand, is the

product of a long, lively relationship between

the ﬂour and billions of bacteria and yeast

cells. The resulting bread seems to be a better

foodstuff for our gut microbiome in several

ways: it is a prebiotic, encouraging the beneficial

bacteria, and stimulating the walls of the gut,

too. Biologists, doctors and nutritionists are

making new discoveries about the importance

of our intestinal tract all the time, and everything

we learn about the complicated processes

that keep us alive suggests that sourdough is a

better choice than factory-made bread.

Maybe the best way to understand the current

popularity of sourdough is to look at the

ingredients label on the bagged loaf of sliced

bread that you will find in a supermarket. The

list of chemicals may make you suspicious. Why

does bread, which everyone knows is made of

ﬂour, yeast and water, and which people have

been making for thousands of years, need

to contain glyceryl monostearate, glyceryl

distearate and calcium propionate? What is the

function of the diacetyltartaric acid esters of

mono- and diglycerides? How, exactly, does one

‘improve’ ﬂour?

Sourdough bread is different. A plain loaf will

have only four ingredients: ﬂour, water, salt

and starter. And yet the ﬂavour is infinitely

richer and more satisfying than the chemically

inﬂated, factory-baked, ﬂuffy white loaves that

nowadays we have come to accept. But plain

white sourdough is only the beginning of the

story: it welcomes all kinds of tasty additions,

including olives, nuts, seeds, grains, cheese,

fruit and berries. The basic sourdough formula

also works wonders with alternative ﬂours

such as wholemeal, spelt or rye — each with

its own distinctive taste. A hunk of sourdough,

whatever ﬂour has gone into it, will release a

The loaf

lifestyle

What is sourdough, and why does

everyone love it so much?
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slip into a state of mental ‘ﬂow’, when you don’t

notice time passing, your worries slip away, and

mind and body become deeply relaxed. When

times are bad, this mental and emotional reset is

better than anything.

Even if the rest of your life is in good order, the

joy of making something wholesome, nutritious

and (with practice) beautiful with your own

hands is priceless, and one that is easily shared.

A loaf of bread is sharing food par excellence —

and the only thing more satisfying than the first

bite into a crust that you’ve baked yourself, is the

glow of watching your friends or family take their

first bites.

This book, therefore, isn’t just here to help you

have a healthier digestion. In putting together

these simple methods and recipes, and

presenting them as clearly as possible, my hope

is that you will approach this ancient art without

fear. Celebrate your successes, learn from your

failures, become familiar with the feeling of

dough between your fingers, and within a short

time you will be confidently baking and coming

up with your own takes on this amazingly simple,

infinitely variable, food.

Roly Allen

Yet another reason to love the sourdough loaf is

the positive effect that the process of baking has

on your mental wellbeing. It’s simple enough

for anyone to master, but it does demand time,

and the way this forces you not to rush, and to

let go of the impulse to control, is good for your

head. Patience, care and attention are rewarded;

a little work transforms the simplest ingredients

into a golden, crusty loaf; and sourdough

breadmaking is the antithesis of our overheated

social media age.

Bread baking, I’ve learned myself, is a good

thing to do if you are feeling under any kind

of pressure. Always a keen cook, I got into

sourdough only when a stressful period at home

and work turned into an even more stressful

period of divorce and unemployment; time

hung heavy on my hands, anxiety was a constant

companion, and pressure seemed to rise every

day — until I resolved to cross something off

the bucket list and ‘bake interesting bread’.

The relief of immersing myself in a creative

process, of surrendering control to the yeast, of

being attentive, without worry or anxiety — and

at the end of the day, having made something

delicious to eat — was life-saving. With music on

in the background, and no goal in mind other

than the loaf you’re working on, it is easy to
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Crust

and crumb

What makes a great loaf of sourdough

bread? There’s more going on inside

than you might think…

The crumb

— the interior of the

bread. This example has an ‘open’

crumb, meaning that the bubbles in it

are particularly large: this is the classic

white sourdough look, but a tighter

crumb is fi

ne too (and more practical

for sandwiches). In general, wholemeal

and rye ﬂ

ours will give you a tighter

crumb; long kneading will, too. For

big bubbles you need a dough with

high water content, very strong white

ﬂ

our, and plenty of folding, but not too

much kneading.

The crust

— the hard layer that holds the bread together

and gives your loaf its structure as it bakes. Scientists

are undecided as to whether it is the healthiest part

of the bread, or not: it contains higher levels of

a benefi

cial antioxidant, called pronyl-lysine,

than the crumb; but it also contains very low

levels of a less friendly compound called

acrylamide.







13

GETTING STARTED

/ CRUST AND CRUMB

The score

— this loaf has two scores cut through

the crust. As well as being decorative, these are

vital to the quality of the bread, releasing hot

steam and air from the crumb as it bakes, and

therefore regulating the pressure inside the

loaf. Think of them as a pressure valve that also

happens to look great.

The ear

— formed by a part of the crust rolling

back on itself as the score widens in the heat

of the oven. A prominent ear is a sign that

everything has gone well, but you can have

tasty bread without one.

The base

— this is where the

baking starts, as it’s where the

‘oven spring’ begins. When you

put proved

dough on to a hot

surface in a hot oven, the heat

rises into the bottom of the loaf

fi

rst, heating the water in the

dough and turning it into

steam, which expands.

However, as the bottom

of the crust is also

where there is the least

oxygen, it’s also the

last part of the loaf

to fully bake, so it’s

here that you check

that your bread is

done. If the base’s

crust is browned,

and the crumb inside

fully gelatinised, you

will hear a satisfying

hollow sound when

you tap the base.
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Anatomy of

a grain

There’s no bread without a grain

of some kind, and you will bake

better bread if you know where

your ﬂour comes from. Every grain

of wheat (or rye, or spelt, or barley)

shares the same basic structure.

The three most important elements

are the bran, the endosperm and

the germ.

Bran

This is the tough outer case which protects the

rich interior of the grain. About 45 per cent

of the bran is dietary fibre, which is a crucial

part of a healthy diet; a small amount will keep

your gut in better condition, and significantly

reduce the risk of heart disease, stroke and

bowel cancer. Wholemeal ﬂour contains

milled bran, making it healthier than refined

white ﬂour, and giving it its brown colour.

Endosperm

Named from the Greek (‘within the seed’),

the endosperm is separated from the bran

and the germ before being milled to make

white ﬂour. It is a rich source of calories, as in

nature it supplies the seed with the energy

required to sprout. Around 80 per cent of the

endosperm is starchy carbohydrates; seven per

cent of it is protein; only four per cent is fibre.

The Germ

This is the embryo, or the part of the seed

that will germinate if planted. Wholemeal

ﬂour contains wheatgerm, but white ﬂour

doesn’t, making it significantly less nutritious.

The germ is approximately 23 per cent

protein, and it is rich in vitamins and minerals,

including B vitamins, vitamin E, phosphorus,

zinc and magnesium.











