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A CENTURY OF CHANGE IN THE AMERICAN LOAF:
OR, WHERE ARE THE BREADS OF YESTERYEAR?

By Karen Hess

TO MAKE BREAD

When you {ind the barrel of flour a good one, empty it into a chest or box
made for the purpose, with a lid that will shut close; it keeps much better in this
manner than when packed in a barrel, and even improves by lying lighdly; sift the
quantity you intend to make up, put into a bowl three quarters of a pint of cold
waler to each quart of flour, with a large spoonful of yeast, and a little salt, 10
every quart; stir into it just as much of the flour as will make a thin bauer, put half
the remaining flour in the bettom of a tin kettle, pour the batter on it. and close it
with the ather half; siop it close, and set it where it can have a moderaie degree of
warmth. When it has risen well, mrn it into a bowl, work in the dry flour and
knead it some minutes, return it into the kettle, stop i, and give it moderate heat.
In the morning, work it a little, make it into rolls, and bake it. In the winter, make
the bread up at three o'clock. and it will be ready to work before bed time. In
summer, make it up at five o'clock. A quart of flour should weigh just one pound
and a quarter.

.e......Mary Randolph, The Virginia House-wife. Washington, DC, 1824}

In Colonial times there were scores of breads, and succeeding waves of imymigrants brouglit ever new
additions (0 our bread basket,  Many breads have disappearcd allogether, or been changed beyond
recognition. 1 cannot discuss them ail, so 1 shall prety much contine my talk to the the classic Amcrican
yeasted white loaf brought from England, examining historical reasons for the transformation of this loaf,
here represented by a photwgraph of one made by me according 1o Mary Randolph's directions of 1824 —

[SLIDES] - to this travesty. our staff of life. [MAUL WONDER BREAD]

Hail the American loaf!

b All emphasis added for oral delivery.
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Bread is the symbet of hearth and home, of life iself, so revered by the ancients that entire
theological systems were consiructed around its worship, aspects of which were assimilated by some of the
world's major religions, and survive to this day.

To break bread together is an expression of trust.  An offering of bread is a sign of welcome, even
homage. When Abraham prepared to welcome the Lord so long ago, he "hastened into the tent unto Sarah,
and said, Make ready quickly three measures of fine meat, knead it, and make cakes upon the hearth.” Or so
itis recounted in Genesis 18, 6, in what may be the earliest extant recipe for bread, howevcer it came down o
us. (Like most old recipes, it s elliptical, it being understood that it was three measures of mea] w one of
watér, a proportion that generally holds up in practice.)

The French like to say that without good bread there is no gastronomy. That is, bread is revered for
its own sake, much as rice is among eaters of rice. It must nourish the body and satisfy the senses on ils
own, it so doing, it fornis the patute of a people. Where good bread is eaten, there are no jaded apetites,
no frenetic search for ever new and dazzling dishes. Just so, if the bread be insipid and lack character,
nothing else can be right, no nuatter how elaborate i1 may be.

Ask a master French baker about bread recipes, and he is apt to say something (o the effect that there
are 1o recipes, only good flour and the good old methods of yesteryear. All perfectly true, but what if
those methods have been largely forgotten and good flour no longer casity available? 1 have taken as my
mission the unearthing of historical recipes for bread from a time when American bread was as good as, say,
French bread of the same period, and for (he same reasons: Good flour and the pood okd wmethods of
yesteryear, And time.

It was kind of lonesome out there when I {irst started preaching about the terrible guality of our
bread back in 1973, in The New York Times, shortly afier our return from France. To have bread that was fit
w0 eat, I had to bake ic. This in Manhattan, mind you. Like all Danish girls, I had lcarned to bake, now
nearly seventy vears ape, but one should not have to bake one’s bread, something best accomplished by o
skilled baker working with proper equipment,

Now, twenty-one years and thousands upon thousands of words later, upholding and expounding the
quatity of American historical cookery, including bread, I am happy to report that I no longer feel quite so
alene. I no longer have (o hake my own bread, a blessing, thanks (0 Michael London, among others, and
there are dedicated artisan bakers here in Waushington, D. C., participating in this seminar, whom you will
have a chance to meet, and 10 taste their wares. There is indeed a revival in he art of baking bread,
something that would have pleased Elzabeth David, to whose memory I dedicale my part of this semipar. She
was my {riend, my mentor, and the mentor of mary of those lsboring in the vineyard for the cause of better
bread. (Wheat bread and wine have ever been closely associated, both having originated in the same part of
the world.} Heartening as this revival is, it is only a beginning. In Plainfield, Vermont, Jules and Helen
Rabin are baking sourdough bread in a wood-fired brick oven, but try and find such bakers in Nebraska,
where [ was born.

The earliest extant American recipe for our classic white loaf appeared in The Virginia House-wife
by Mary Randolph, in 824, seomingly late in terms of Colonial practice, but as of 1824, breadmaking
procedures, as recorded by ker, still calted For a loal made of Clour, waler, salt, and yeast, cast directly oun
the floor of a wood-fired brick oven, that is, procedures virtually unchanged from those of centuries earlier
m England, differing only in minor detail from that given in 1615 for making “your best and principall
bread...manchet” by Gervase Markham in The English Hus-wife, a work we know 10 have come to the
Colonies.  And a number of recipes for such bread later appeared in English works that were widely
circulated here in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centurics, some coming out in American editions, such
as The Art of Cookery by Hanmah Glasse, beginninp 1747, and A Neww Syszem of Domestic Cookery by Maria
Eliza Rundell, beginning 1806. Mrs. Randolph’'s recipe is particularly precious 1o us, first because it is
American, but also because of her mericulous dircctions, including her observations on the weight of her
flour, thus permitting us (0 make aw inelligent guess as (o the quality of her bread,
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I shall go o some of the research 1 did for my rceonstruction of the Randolph loaf, # loaf with a
wonderful crust and a springy crumb. Most American bread was made 4t home, so 1 confined myself largely
10 American breadmaking pracuce as recorded by, or dirccted 1o, the American home cook of the niveieenth
ceniary. If T often refer to French method, it is because a good deal of what I learned about traditional
haking methods | learned in France. 1have a surprise for you, and a confession.

I all starts with the choice of grain, which is first a gucstion of place and ime, so much so that in
English, the terin corn refers to the predominant local grain, whatever it may be, which explaing why the
early settlers called maize Indion corn, or more often, simply /udian, thus confounding viwary pop food
histartans of today.

{Auv aside In the foros of a culinary history icsson.  Hearth cakes are all but universal, 2 form of
proio-baking sntedating ovens — nothing to do with frying whatsoever — varying only with the local grain
and what local technology affords in the way of a bakestone ~— 2 flag hot rock will do, or the cake may be
wrapped o a leaf and baked in the ashes. But whether it be the wheat of ancient Mesopolamia, the barley of
ancient Palestine, the oats of the British lsles, or the maize of Mexico, the clemental gesture is the same
[PAT-A-CAKE], a striking case of parallel development. What T ami saying is that while the carly settlers
had much o learn fram the Native Americans, they had no need (o learn abour hearth cakes, which they had
heen niaking for centuries on end. What could be simpler than substiusting maize for oats, both being fauy
grains with no pluten whatsoever? Qaten bread is called fannock in parts of England; its assimilation to Jonny
cake. perhaps by way of jonukin, a diminutive of junnock, is hardly mysterious, once one knows that
jannock referred to oaten bread. My consuuction even explains the charming spelling that Rhiode Islanders
insist on, which is jomzy cake, without an 2. 1 discuss this, along with rice johnny cakes, which were the rule
ina good deal of the South, at some length in my book The Carolina Rice Kitchen: The African Conneciion.
That is, johnny cakes have nothing specifically 10 do with maize, but evervihing to do with the available
grain, that, and the lack of ready use of an aven, which is why hearlh cakes generally survived longer among
the poor, and in remote areas. 1 justify the inclusion of this aside by the fact thar johnny cakes are very much
part of American bread lustory, North and Soucth, and that so much nonsense has been written about them.)

But from the beginnming of 15 recorded history, wheat has been the noble grain wherever it was
known, in England and the Colonies, as elsewhere, not only because its unique qualities enabled the making
of wondrously light bread of dazzling whiteness, bur also because it was expensive 1o produce: Rye grows in
soit disdawed by wheat, for exzmple, and is nwuch hardier as well; almost any grain gives far betier yield than
wheat. And when wheatmeal was bolied o give white flour, it became dearer yet. So it can be seen how
white bread became a mark of class, and why the poor came to demand it, particularly in an increasingly
demaocranic society.

The story of the Amierican loaf is that of making it ever whiter, ever puffier, ever less flavorful, and,
ever less nourishing. It all happened in the nincteenth century with the conjugation of such seemingly
unrelated events as the building of the railroads and 1he demographic move westward, the invention of new
milling methods, and the peneral adoption of the iron range in the American kitchen. Before the end of the
century, all was in place for the next chapier of the debasement of American bread.

Perbaps the most crucial ol those cvents was the building ol the railroads, which opencd up our
prairies to large-scale production of wheat. This changed everything, in more ways than are immediately
apparent, perhaps none more important than the fact that the relationship of wheat grower to consumer was
forever changed in this country, In short, the advent of agribusiness. And the first victim was our bread.
Previously, Americans largely ate the local wheat; wheat country was dotied with grist mills, where you
brought your wheat t¢ be ground into flour. Even if you yoursell did not grow wheat, you knew cthat what
you boughe was local wheat, and you knew ity baking characteristics.  Outside of wheat country, there was
far more reliance on lesser grains, such as maize, oats, or rye, and wheat tended to be something of a luxury.
Even so, people generally Xnew where the wheat they were buyving had been grown and what could be
cxpected of it
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With agribusiness. wheat became # commaodity, just like pig iron or coal, and every aspect of its
production, especially miiling, became increasingly industrialized, the milling early becoming concentrated
alony the upper Mississippi, centered in Minncapolis and St. Paul, often hundreds of miles from where it was
grown, and perhaps thousands of riiles from the consumer., For most Americans, the very idea of wheat
farmers eating their own wheat faded from living memory, and the grist mill became increasingly guaint, a
pant of {olklore. This insidious alienation from our seurces was perhaps the most damaging resalt of all,
a phenomienon that has since fouched on every aspect of our food supply. Nothing escaped the
stcamroller of agribusiness, at least not for long,

The industrialization of milling took place within a matter of a fow years, and was made possible by
the invention of roller miils, which came aloag just in time. It is not that there were no problems, but the
most dire, from a historical point of view, was that of storage of the flour. In the berry, wheat keeps
reasonably well, but milling rcleases the oils of the wheat germ, which quickly turn rancid, a process that is
cxicerbated when the genn has been subjected to excessive heat from the new high-speed mills. Previously,
the consumer simply bought anly as nuch freshly-ground Aour as was convenient, an amount that would be
used before i turned rancid. But the new demographics of flour manufacturing demanded incorruptible
flour, and the milling piauts installed ever more sophisticated systems of blowers and other devices o rid the
flour of every last fleck of bran, cvery last suspicioun of wheat germ, the single most important life-giving
clonent of whear, thereby removing every last bif of fiavor. They succeeded so brilliantly, that the gotden
fragrant flour of yesteryear was transformed — almost overnight — into chalky lifeless dust, so lfcless
that yeasis refuscd to thrive in i, and bakers ook to hyping up the dough with sugar, as well as excessive
amounts of veast, a practice quickly rcflected in the cookbooks. Now, sugar fools yeasts, just as ¥ fools
people, but it causes an unhealthy, over-lush growth that puffs up the bread in a speciacular way, but
produces # crumb of miserable qualiry.

Did nobody complain? Some did, cranks like me. In Mrs. Lincoln's Bosion Cook Book of 1883,
Mary Johnson Lincoln called for a wablespoon of sugar o six cups of flowr in breadmaking, but she was
defensive about it: “Many object to the use of sugar in bread,” she wrete. “Flour in its natural state contains
sugar; this sugar is changed in fermentation.  Just enough sugar (o restore the natural sweetness, but not
enough 10 pive a really sweet laste, is necessary in lermented bread.™ Well, of course, she was wrong, very
wrong: the addition of sugar vitiates fermented bread, cocouraging puffiness, a flaccid crumb, a sofe crusg,
and, gives an unpleasant sweetish taste. In France, it is banned by law for use in bowlungerie except in
special enriched breads, an entirely different category of baking, having more to do with yeasted cake than
bread — well, think of drioche, the ultimate in this regard. Nor, had there historically been sugar in
American bread. What had happened, is that lour had already been so denatured that it no longer had any
flavor, a fault which Mrs. Lincoln was desperately trying to remedy. Actually, American bakers had already
been resorting to tis falsification, Picrre Blot, the French founder of the New York Cooking Acadetny,
noted tn 1867 that "some [bakers] sweeten their bread, to disguise an inferior quality of flour,” Witting
or not, Mrs. lincoln was alceady playing the classic role of the new domestic scientist, that of
handmaiden (o agribusiness, waxing enthusiastic over the “new” flours and describing them and their
milling in considerable detail. [n this, she anticipated Farnmie Merritt Farmer by more than a decade, whose
work of 1896, The Baston Cooking-School Cook Book, however, betrays not a hint of defensiveness; by then,
i was standard practice.  To be sure, she had praduated from the Boston Cooking-School, of which Mrs.
Lincoln had been the first principal, but by the 1915 edition: of Miss Farmer's work, she had already doubled
the amount of sugar in bread.

Nor was segar the only new additive to American bread. While it was never codifted here, standard
white bread in the Colonies had been made of flour, water, salt, and ycast, as in Eungland and France.
Ote of the interesting changes in American cookbooks of the last two decades of the nincteenth century iy that
stsudard bread recines came to routinely call for mitk, rather than waier, as well as shorteaing, never as
much as our older recipes for enriched breads called for, that is, not enough to make them lovely, just
enough to destroy the wonderful springy ¢rumb and crackling crust that characterize good bread.
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I have yet to discuss the fact that the new wheat from the prairies was hard wheat, wheat high in
gtuten, the magic tough protein virtwally unique to wheat that enables dough t entrap the carbun dioxide
creaied By proliferating yeasts in countdess ballooas of air, finally to be sct at their optimurn by baking in the
gven. Let us discuss this question of gluten content For & moment.

As in Engiand, the Colonists had soft wheat, and for the same reasons: The same strains, well-
watered soil, and generally moderate sumaiers, that is, where wheat was grown. Even with the myriad new
strains of today, enly soft wheat is grown in the area of the Thirteen Colonies. To oversimplify 2 bit,
wheat grown in a temperate climate on well-watered, low-lying plains produces wheat of lower gluten content
than that grown on semi-arid plateaus with lots of sunshine. It has been siown, for example, that samples of
Marquis wheat, a prized Canadian hard-wheat strain, produced crops with a gluien conient ranging from
extremes of 7.5 percent in California to 19.6 percent in Montana, this according to E. 1. Pyler, in Baking
Science and Technology. The composition of the soil also plays a crucial role, but that is more complex. All
of these factors, including the changes in amount and timing of rain and heat during the growing season from
one year 10 another, are so ¢ritical that we have crus and millésimes in wheat, as in wine.

Although little discussed by American bakers, this relationship has been known since anriguity. The
English herbalist John Gerarde noted in 1597 that: “Wheat...requireth a fruitfull and fat soile, and rather
Sunny and dry, than watery ground and shadowie: for in dry ground (As Columella reporteth) it groweth
harder and beuter compact; in a moist and dark soilc it degenerateth sometimies to be of another kind." The
topopraphy of [taly afferded Columetla, the cefebrated writer on agricultural affairs of ancient Romc,
convenient observation of the effects of climate, soil, and altitude on the hardness of wheat, [t also
aceounts for the dramatic regional variations in bread in Italy, as in France and Grecce, for that
matfer. This is beginning to change, to be sure, but the best breads of my iife were ealen, one v a very
remote pant of Auvergne, the other in an even more remoie part of Greece, each made fram the local wheat
grown on handkerchief-sized plots, milled on the spot in wonderfully archaic ways. And, needless (o say,
buaked on the floor of 2 wood-buraing brick aven.

What we call hard-wheat strains, thus, are simply wheats developed to thrive on semi-arid uplands,
whilc soft-wheat strains flourish in retatively damp lowlands. These variations in sirain, ia conjunction with
the variations of climate and soil mentioned above, result in infinite permutations, again as in wine.
Generally, it can be said that hard red winter wheat grows in Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Texas, and
Colorado; hard red spring wheat in Minnesota, the Dakotas, and Montana; saft red winter wheat in Qhio,
Missouri, Indiana, Hineis, and Peonsylvania, but also along the Adantic seaboard, especially as onc goes
South; and white wheat in Michigan, New York, and the Pacific Coast states, again mostly according fo
Pyler. (Wintcr whear is sown in autumn and barvesied in early summer; where winters arc 0o severe, spring
wheat is sown ir spring and harvested in late summer.)

Jefterson mentioned @ red winter wheat that he called “the genuine May wheat of Virginia,”
observing however that it did "not answer for general culture in this part of the country,” that is, Albemaric
County, in the uplands. "In the lower country it does better,” he wrote.  And writiug about his visit to
Monticello in 1796, Frangois Alexandre Frédéric la Rochefoucauld reported that Tefferson "contends that in
the district {the wheat] is whiter than in the environs of Richmond, and &1l other low countries, and that the
bushel which weighs there only fifty-five to lifty-eight pounds, weighs on his farm from sixty to sixty-
five.” [Emphasis added.] That i3, wheat becomes heavier, lterally, with an increase in gluten strength,
or “better compact,” as Gerarde put i

Harduess is not the only criterion of wheat, nor even the mos! impertant one, although to read
Armnerican works on bread one would be given 10 think so. At the French government bureau concerned with
the quality of grain, | was dumbfounded (0 learn that their prize bread wheat strain, depending on year and
provenance, produces flour running from ninc to ten percent gluen content; American bakers consider such
flour victually unworkable for making bread, 1welve percent often being given as a minimum. But M.
Cocaud, maitre boulanger at the time, smifingly explained 10 this American that, "It is not so much the
quantity of gluten that counts as the quatity,"
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The French also believe that quality is iu inverse proportion to the size of the harvest, whether
speaking of wheat or wine: "Burit's mathematicsl!” they exclaim, adding: “Theve is only so much favor
to the bectare.,” Since they equate avor with quality, it follows that enlightened soil managemoent is to be
preferred to artificiad fertitizers and overdependence on irrigation.  In response (o & quosuon concerning the
decline in the quality of French flour, & wheat broker explained that the production of wheat in the Beauce,
France's bread basket, had increased threcfold in 2 period of about two decades. So that the bread of France
is also in peril, indecd has declined greaddy in guality.  Bu they know the reasons: until American bakers
understand this relationstup, we shall continue to have poor bread beeause of poor flour. You can tlk about
improving breadmaking technique sl you please — and T hive something to say about that as well — but it
ahi comes to naught without good ﬁ(}uri that is, flour the gluten of which is of hgh quality, whatever its
proportion might be, flour whicl was raised on soil that has NO'T been impoverished by decades of antificial
fertilizer, flour that has been milled and bolted in the oldfashioned way, above ati, neither bleached nor
bromated,

(An asule.  Elsewhere in his work on ravels in the Unlted Suates, years 1795 o 1797, la
Rochefoucauid expressed shock that the most elementary understanding of good busbandry was preity much
facking all over our young country. Jefierson, discussing hushandry, gives what might be construed as a
historical explapation: ... We can buy an acre of land cheaper than we can masure an old acre.”  And
lefferson was among the t::éizgi tened i such matiers, preaching the gospel of crap retation in a land where
monoculture was already wreaking damage; indeed, Robert Beverley of Virginia had warned about that early
in the cightcenth cenwry. Another reason is that many sciilers had not been farmers in the old country, and
so not steeped in the lore of centuries of good husbandry tumiliar (o la Rochfoueauld, for example, I know
that the fact that my mother’s parents bad beea fanmers in Demmark before they came o Nebraska has had an
nfluence on my thinking in this regard.)

Nor did early Amcerican writers on bread appear o understand the role of the guality of gluten. In A
Treatise on Bread, 1837, Sylvester Graham, for example, wrote: “The wheat which is raised in Virginia and
the sowthern states generally, contains a larger proportion of gluten than that which is raised in the western
part of the state of Now York  Hence bakers are able to make a larger loaf of bread out of a pound of
southern flour than they can out of & pound of western [New York] flour...” Hot summers may indeed have
accousted for a sommewhat higher proportion of giuten in V;fgz;@;a wheat, which was highly regarded and
fetched very good prices, but it was actually the guality of thar pluten that Grabam was remarking ou,
without realizing it. Thue is, Virginia wheat was, and remains, soft wheat. ‘»’ﬂvmmm. mm Sawherners
generally, retain theiy predilectionn for soft flour to this day; rational brands of so-called “all-purpose” flour
— wrelehed stuff -~ marketed in the South are appreciably soficr than are the same bmndh ift the North, 5o
much so that recipes developed for one often fail when appbicd 1o the other,

And Daun Morgan reports in Merchas of Grain that, because of clianging demographics in England
associated with the Industrial Revolution, by {800 "British millers trned o the new American nation and
imponei Hour from Baltimore and Richmond.” This may explain the passage from the 1806 London edition

of Mrs. Rundeil’s work, where she claims that English bakers were getting three pounds more bread from
each stone [14 poundst of American flour than from “the best sort of English flour.” England way have been
having z serics of nnusually damp and cool summers, so that the quality of American wheat may have seemed
muraculous. 1 find the figures high, considering the fact that all American wheat of the lime was soft. Stitl,
wel summers may produce the degeneration mentioned by Gerarde, what is known popularly as grovn wheat,
wheat so affected by amylase activity that dough wade from it wrns viscous, particularly as either
fermentation or kneading is profonged; at best, a far higher proportion of flour is required. Nowadays, such
flour — indecd, soft flour generally — is consigned to the making of non-fermented cakes, cookies, pastry,
biscuits, crackers, and so on, where this defoct 15 of litle importance, or the flour Is "kmproved” with nasty
chemicals aml mixed with hard flours, to be sold as "abl-purpose” flour.

"Grown™ Jour scenis 10 have been an occasional probiem in the Colonies, as well. In the sceond
edition of Amersican Cookery, 1796, Amclia Stmmons gives a recipe, "To make good Bread; with grown
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flovr,” that adds nearlash, a precursor of baking soda, 10 o highly enriched dough — effectively an
unswectened cake, not proper bread acall

The queston of gluten quality s highty complex, having to do with glatenin, gliadin, thiols, and the
mrany smina zoids that figure in the chemistry of wheat proteins, & subject beyoud the scope of my talk and.
fur thar miatter, bevond my ken. U soy event, the {inal test is in the loaf,

As 1 said, the new flours were hard flours. Among other effects of this revolution in flour, was the
rise of the shibboleth that oniy hard (lour makes good bread. Bakers love hard {lour, because its high pluten
content cuables it 1o absorb appreciably more water, As Elizabeth David puts 11, "Then, of course, there's all
that lovely waicr that the customers pay for." In addicion, the loal is usually more impressive in size.
Perhaps most important in the irade, however, is the face that hard flowr stznds up © the rough weatnent of
the kneading machine, whereas soft flour tends 1o be more fragile.  Lionel Poildne of Paris, another of my
mentors, had lis kncadiog machine geared down to a suail’s pace, so a5 not 10 brulse the dough, as be put it
o me. Hard flours do not bave the Aavor of soft flours, however, o facr prudgingly admitted by the trade,

[t is easy o tell soft from hard (lour. Soft flour has an almost impalpable texiure wnd fecls like
velvet; 3f i s good flour, it retains @18 shape and even the lines of the hand when squeceed, a wst ofien
suggested in ninetcenth-century cookbooks. [DEMONSTRATE] This is milled from red winter whest
grown in Amish country, Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, and according 1o Stephen Kantoor of Great Vatley
Mills, a grist mill establishied in 1710, it euns a phenomenally fow five percent gluen content, varying
somewhat with the year: cominercial cake flour runs seven o nine percent. [t is organically prown, stone-

ground, bolied the old-fashioned way, the only difference beinp the substinution of ayion for silk, a syStem
lhdt pennits the wheat germt, as well as infiniesimal fecks of bran to go through, lending their wonderfs!
wheaty tlavor and a lovely cream color o thie flour,  Needless to say, it is neither vitiated with bleach nor
“improved” wuh bromates or anysing clse, no maiter how benign. (Historicatly, miliers and bhakers have
often had recourse (0 various adulieramis, but they had the good grace not to calt them “dough impiovers.™
To be sure, they did ner announee theis presence)

One cup of this fJonr, unsifted, rens just over 140 grams, hence, @ quant weighs somewhat mare
than 300 grams, or so pwearly 567 grams, that is, 20 ounces, as w0 pever mind, Sifted, it russ under 110
grams to the cup, 440 grams to the quart, or about 15 ounces, depending on the mmount of fuffing, the
wezther, and so forth

Nard flour, by contrasy, feels grainy, and immediately collspses after squeezing.,  The same mitler
alse offers a superior bard Mour froms the Dakotas, running close w 19 percent gluten content, T did not bring
a szmple. One cup of that Hour, unsitted, runs 160 grams, or 0640 wrams o the quan, about 73 grams more
than the same amowt of the soft flogr, which s appreciable; if well-setiled, @t weighs even more. These
weights have their importance, as we shall sec, especially in regard to the American custom of messuring
flour by velume, rather than weight,

Now fer my surprise.  The Ruandolph loaf vou see piciured here [SLIDES] is made from the soft
flaur, flour directly from the bag as it comes from the grist mill. In sphe of my knowledge gained in France,
[ intislly had & hard tme beljeving ihar T eogid make bread from flour ruzmmg five pereent gluten; writers on
bread since the early dovs of hard wheat in Minnesota have convineed us thar bread can be made only from
hard (lour.

In my experimenty, | ok Mes. Rardolph's 20 cunces of tlour as my test batch, trying a score of
blendy of this Hour and that from the Dakotas — effectively my own “all-purpose” flour - before deciding
finally to eliminute the hard Jour altogether,  TFor one thing, fhe weight of the soft flour jibed 1o a hair
with that given by Mrs. Randelply, that is, a quart of flour should weigh twenty eunces, reguiring 12
ounces of water, that 18 60 percent hydrauon, the raditiondd soft flour propertions from Gngland. More ©
the point, my loaf drm}l‘ititﬁﬂ%f improved as | lowered the proportion of hard Aour,
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Mrs. Randolph atniost surely used fowland Virginla wheat, which could well have heen the red May
wheat of Virginia mentioned by fefterson, 1 should perhaps have spent more time trying to track down that
wheat, but the likelihood of finding lost Virginia strains seemied tonuous, and 1 had imporust miernal
evidenee a8t the quantity and quaity of gluien in her Jour: Tt was soft flour, as evidenced by its weiglit
and Lier fack of emphasis on lengthy or vigorous kneading — "knead it some minutes,” she casuaily says, and
i the morning one is t0 "work i 2 linde.”  Hard flour requires proportionatcly Jonger and more vigorous
kneading. The gluten was of high guality, as evidenced By e flour tolerating the very fong fermentation
time, 1210 15 hours. Aud it wag grown, mifled, and bolted much as flour was in her day, as T explained
above, All in all, based on my research, T fee! justificd in having used ¢ flour | belicve w Eave beeh much
like what she used, in that it responded perfectly 10 Mrs. Randolph's directions.

Now for the confession.  § find that i my glossary, on puge 260 of The Virginie House-wife, 1
nodded ‘and winte, "ten ounces™ of water, rather than the correct “twelve,™ 1 must have been reading «
parallet meipe from Mrs. Porrer's New Southern Cookery Book of 1871, which does indeed call for only ten
ounees of water for cach guat of sifted flour, meaning that the flour must have weighed something vver 16
ounces. Mrs. Porter was a Virginian, and was almost surely using Hour not o different from what Mrs.
Randolph had been using half & cenwury eartier; the imeresting item, historically, is that by that time, flour
was being sifted before measuring. Nor was she alone; Annabclia Hill of Georgia, starts her recipe for
“Light Bread” ealling [or "three pints of sified four,” this in the 1872 edition of Mrs. Hill's New Cook Book.
The day of weighing four in the Anerican kitchen bad fong since passed, in favor of the wildly inaccurate
system of measuring by volunie, exacerbating the problem by sifiing befere measuring. I can ouly conjeciure
that {rontier Life conditioned Amertean women in favor of volume measuring; scales were cumbersome, but a
cup was abways o band. A pity. We do so pride ourselves on our accuracy in measuring.,

Before T leave the subject of flour, [ should acknowledge the role of the counterculure, now some
decaades ago, in spreading the gospel of organic farming and e use of whole grains.  Ajas, they were
dreadfud bakers, either baking the bread of atfliction or drenching it with blackstrap molasses or honey,
hopeless anuutenrs who would not believe that the past had anything t0 teach them. 1 like whole grains well
enough, but  also svant my white bread — good white bread. Speaking personally, 1 should like w make 2
call for white fluur of 81 or even 85 percent exiraction rate, that is, flour that has an even higher proportion
of infinttestmal flecks of bran than the flour T brougin. It gives bread of the most extraordinarily intense
wicad flaver, yet behaves much as white flour does in breadimaking. A bit of caling vour cake and having it
wo, Itis the type of flour used by Poifine, for example, and was Elizabeth David's chasen flour. 1 have
tricd using sumples af both, and they were lovely.

i should also note that white most of our historical breads cane here by way of the early settlers or
later immigrants, there was one truly original American bread, and g very Tine foaf & was: The rice-und-
wheat bread of South Caroling, a yeasted loaf, a creation of the English and French souters who had become,
against all probablitics, eaters of rice. thanks o haviag bought slaves from the rice lands of West Africa.
They loved their rice, but they were historically caters of bread, and this is somicthing one docs not forsake.
Tris was in addition o myriad breads made of rice or maize, or rice and maire, an unusaal combinaton, bt
they were not yeasted breads. All of this I discuss in my work on the Carolina rice kitchen.

Before we go 10 the all-imponant subject of baking the bread. let us consider the other ingredienis,
starting with the leaven. The phenomenon of San Francisco sourdough, or Atuska seurdough, or any other,
1s beyond the scope of this @ik; ie's another subject. But T do wanl w address the perfectly ridicufous claim
that sourdough is an Amarican invention, propagated by some of our loremost “awhoritics.” [Julia Child]
The purposeful making of ruised bread may have originated in ancient Egypr tomb palntings and a
iieroglyphic in the shape of 4 domed loaf atest w the antiquity of the practice, but it could have been even
earlier in the lands of the origin of wheat, cssentiatly Mesopotamia,  Whether the yeasting was originally
entirely spontaneous, or was due 1o breadmaking having been carried on in proxinity to the brewing of ale, is
not kanowa.  Certainly the chimuie is propitious for the sponineous method in those arcas. In any cvent, it
was all well hefore the days of the Gold Rush, The precise yeast strains, or whatever they are — [ end to
think of them as omery crestires with a mind of thelr own — and the method of keeping them viable for the
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next baking vary with dme and place.  But whether it be ancient Egype, old France, San Francisco, or even
medieval England, for heavens' sake, scurdough is sourdough — the very word goes back 1o Middle Engtish,
and Markham gave a recipe in 1615 cailing for its use -— the principles are identical. And let us get one
thing straight:  Seurdough bread cannot be made with a “startec” started with comimercial yeast, nor one
hyped up with powdered mitk — this Lest purporting 1o be French method, it one case auributed o Poilane,
il you can imagine! — no matter what some writers suy.

This brings us to the sccond secret of good bread:  Time, that is, fermentation time. It docs nol
necessarily have 1o be as long as that entatled in gencine sourdough methods, nor even guite as long as that
calted for by Mary Randolph. But the incomparable flavor of wheat bread can only develop siowly. Some
things you canuot hurry.

I have said that sourdough and yeast methods can cxist side by side.  Usually, in any given
conmunity, one or the other becomes predominapt. The use of fresh ale yeast, or even barm, which s
finally fermenting ale, predominated in English baking because England was a nation of home brewers.
France was a navon of vintpers, and sourdough methods came to predominate, by law and custom in
bowangerie wntll remarkably late, except for enriched breads. Home brewing of ale came 10 the Colonics, as
did English breadinaking methods.  As homie brewing declined, the cookbooks are {illed with recipes for
“making yeast and ways of keeping it, for the most part, it must be said, very time-consuming and not terribly
retiable, at leust not in my very limited experience, undertaken only because of scholarly conscicutiousness.
Well, and & little somple calinary curiosity. 1 gave i up, over time, even in my experintenis: for one thing, |
Brad to start with a paring of commercial yeast, not being & brewer, so that it was not entirely authentic in any
event.

What Is importam is thai the least amount of yeast possible be used. leuing time do its thing.
Arnericans, as is our propensity, almost invariably try to speed things up by using far too much yeast,
forgetting that yeasts are lving plants and should not be forced. As I wroiwe in once article, fresh yeasts taste
best, and work best; grow your own, all it wakes is time, T is difficult o determine exactly how much
veasting strength Mrs. Randolph's “large spoonful of yeast” had, but judging by her Liguid yeast recipes, it
could not have been great! In any eveat, the exceedingly long fermentation time precludes great strenpth of
veast. I came 1o use one-half teaspoon of fresh compressed yeast for 20 ounces of flour, and this worked
perfectly. If you must, use no more than one-quarter teaspoon of dry granulated yeast, preservaiive-free, for
heavens' sakes; too much of tits yeast is even more pernicious than fresh yeast, having the tasle of sere
winter leaves.

A historical note on other leavenings., ‘The decline of honie brewing may help to account for the
terrible explosion in the use of alkali as leavening in Anrerican baking in the nineteenth century, particularly
in frontier sitwations. The practice had reached the cookbooks by 1796, in American Cookery by Amelia
Stmons. This use of ajkali, often in corjunction with yeast, was the bane of the century, forcing the use of
ever more sugar o cover the dreadful tasce of alkali, Perhaps the most cgregious offender was Elizabeth Lea,
the Quaker author of Domestic Cookery, 1853, who was not content with recommending the zdditon of "a
heaped tea-spoonful” of saleratus, a precursor of baking soda, 10 a barch of bread as a "consamt™ practice, to
“insure sweet bread,” but also repeated it i virtually every bread recipe, this in addition o ity use in guick
breads. Some wrilers inveighed against the noxious practice, including Mrs. Lincoln in {883, showing that it
was stifl current.

As for the salt, T use three teaspoons of sea salt 1o 20 ounces of flour. Sonmewhat less will do, if you
musy, but the long fermentaiion requires the braking action of sulficient salt.  As for water, 1 consistently
have batter bread when 1 use spring watez {roan a reliable source; yeasts are Iiving things, and respond badly
1o the chiorine and other nasty things in our city water systems, Her advice to use cold water in the original
dough is the mark of a real baker. The use of hot water is death 1o yeasts, especially if it comes from the hot
Wwater fap.
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[ iried o follow Mrs. Randoipl's recipe o the letter; T was, after 2il. doing historical research, but i
part company with her on making bread ina “tin kettle, " much preferring stoneware.  She talks about finding
a warm place for her dough to rise. but in our overheated homes, it is more o the point of finding & cool
place, depending on ambien: temperatures, to be sure. I am also a follower of the oldfashioned practice of
wrapping the bow! of rising dough in 2 woolen blanket, © create a cozy miniclimaie.

Fam here, not 1o teach you how o hake bread, hut o give the hisionieal view, so T am not going to
give details an the kneading and shaping except to say this: Mrs. Randolph cafled Tor baking her bread as
rolls, meaning that patrictan Virginians were continuing the English custom of considering large loaves fit for
peasants.  That is, she was effectively making manchets, large rolls made of the fines: flour. 1 made thig
point, now & decade or so ago, and | received several fetters from Southern readers, agrecing that large foaves
were still thought to be “common.” Since my sinwlated oven system does not handle robis easily, 110k the
liberty of baking the bread as a miche, a lovely round loaf. For myself. [ prefer the way a larger loaf bakes.
I proofed the foaf in the classic French banneton, the canvas-lined basket, but one can be easily improvised
by lining a basket of appropriwe size and shape with floured layers of cheesecloth or a tea towel, I rather
doubt that Mre. Randolph used a banneron; with rolls, it is of less importance since they proof very quickly
and are oftesn simply pleced on a Noured surface. One word of caution:  This fimal proofing must not be
overextended, of the magical oven spring will be compromised.

In 1824, Mrs. Randolph sill used the brick oven. But by the tme of Fliza Leslie and Elizabeth Lex,
wward mid-veniury, e iron monster was becoming more genceral; cach author discusses both brick and tron
ovens, as well ag the gncient so called Dutch aven methnd.

BBut the art of breadmaking evolved around the use of the brick or clay oven: The superheated dome
with its unigue convection paterns that encouraged oven spring; the initial steaminess generated by the dough
itself that gradually gives way © searing dryness, the process responsible for the incomparable crust; and the
prineipie of the “falling” oven, that is, gradual loss of heat; ali combine to produce a loaf against which all
other loaves must be measured. There are other wonder{ul wheat breads, with other qualities — the tandooti
breads of India, for example, among scores I comld name. 1 speak of the wheat loal thit came to Europe, |
don't know when, but it was all in place by early antiquity, as evidenced by the ovens of Pompeii, completely
evolved probably fong belore,

One of tw carly steps ia the debasement of bread was baking it in pans, rather than casting it
Highly enriched breads had long becw: buaked in molds of various kinds, a different story altogether. But
something new was signalled in 1806 when Myrs. Rundell wrote:  "If haked in tins, the crust will be very
nice.” Wit she meant, of course, is that the crust would be nice and soft.  Baking in tins is clamimy;
carihenwvare 1s not as bad i this regard. Baking in pans had the advantage of permining the use of sfack
dough, often a fauit of elther using "grown” wheat, or over-fermented dough, but it also encouraged the use
of stack dough. Slack dough puffs nicely, especially if assisted by the addition of atkali,

Nor does bread bake properly in the iron box. The convection patterns are all wrong, there is not
sufficiem steaminess at the beginoing of baking, but mysicriously, the oven retains a clumminess toward the
end, precisely when it should be searingly dry. 'The only things thar bake really well in the jron box are
baking powder biscuits und layer cakes.

Of course, any bread baked at home is going 1o be beter than factory bread. My husband John
tikens those bread factories w ol refineries, with tndusirialization of baking having gotten o suclh a point that
a people can say, in all admiraiion about some new idea, “The gresiest thing since sliced bread,” It was, of
eonirse, the final desecration.

My probiem. thus, in reconstructing the loaf of Mary Randolph was o simulute the conditions of the
brick oven,  The basic prenuse came from Elizabets David, with her discussion of baking under a clay
flowerpor. T went g step or two farther. T installed a soapstone slab on the floor of my gas range oven, and
found an outsize clay flowerpos to use as 3 clockie. For my oven peel, T used a pizea paddle. Indeed, a pizea
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stone, if it be large enough, can make do for the floor of the tiny brick oven, a good deal more convenient
than the stone shab. Also chewper. There is now available a very prewy earthenware cloche baking sct, but of
fawed design in thal 1Uis wo small for & loaf of any real size, and worse, the loaf cannot be cast because the
baking plate is deeply rimmed; it is also overpriced.  That said, the docke could be used with a pizes stone
instead of the plate, and would be far more comfortable o wosk with than my fluwerpot system which works
wonderfuily well but & gwkward 10 handie when hot.

Jaking stane and cloche are heated in an ordinary oven, all o a emperatare of 300° I Whcs ail is
ready, the loal s wrned out of its banneton, right side up, on your flourcd oven peel. Working very quickly,
make the appropriate slashes with a single-edge ruzor, unless vou have a lame. of course, in such a way that
they are actually very shaliow., With a confident Dip of the wiist, cast the loaf on vour buking stone, dead
center, and clap over U the super-heated clocke; if it is a flowerpot, plug the drainage hole with a tile or even
fodl, 30 as net o Jose steamnness. Then turn down the thermostat 10 4007 T, and about half an hour later
down to 3507, or lesy, all to simuiate the "falling” oven. Even modern ovens dre highly idiosyncratic, and
most have fauity thermostats, often unbeknownst to their users.  Fortunately, within limits, the bread is
forgiving in this regard. Much also depends on how beat-retentive the oven is and how much heat is lost in
the casting operation. WARNING: Be sure wo practice all logisties in a cool oven before actually haking
the bread, Wear welders' gloves and keep your arms covered.

An aside. 1 had no histerical information on slashing rolls in Virginia, nor in America. Markham,
in 1615, inswrucied the reader o "scorcht {the manchet] abour the wast o give it leave to rise, and prick it
with your knife In the top.™ Since cast loaves are invariably slashed, | slashed, using the classic tic-tac-toe
pattern. I should like 1o point out how micely the stashes developed, always an instantaneous sign of quality

of wxture, [SUIDES]

Bread must be well-baked. Americans tend to underbake bread, resulting in sogginess. A toaf made
with 20 ounces of four takes 2 good hour to hake. ‘The traditional test 15 to rap the underside of the loaf with
your kiuckle: if it resounds, it s donz. A dull thud sends 0 back o the oven; b peed nor coninue 1o hake
utider cover at this point,

I don't pretend that tiis is the real thing., Certain suances from the burning wood are lost, for
cxample, but the results are aswonishingly close 10 bread baked in 2 brick oven because, while the source of
the heat may be gas, the loaf is effectively baking in 2 tiny hrick oven with the proper conveetion patterns.
N amous of wildly dangerous dropping of superheated axe heads o pans of water placed on the oven
floar — such as recornmended by a certain writer [Julia Child] — is going o give those convection paterns.
Or the right crust. H my method scems daunting, and T can see why it might, 1 suggest buking your loaf in a
Duteh oven, preferably carthenware. This method has been used, one way or another, for miliennia, and as |
noted, was siil]l currene bere in mid-nineteenth cenwmery.  Obviocusly, the shaped loaf Iiw to have us final
proofing in the baking pot, which must be greased, but I preheat the cover o give the oven spring a littde
boost. Oven eaiperatures gnd baking time are the same as given above.

In conclusion, I want to say that my purpose was to show some of the histoncal reasons for the
transformation of Mary Randolph's loaf of 1824 w0 the Wonder bread of woday. The French would say, "Itis
progress that wills it thus.” Surely there is some way to have both progress and something more like the
bread of yesteryear.

There are many aspeets of our bread history that [ have not even touched upon, I should perhaps
have given more attention o Sylvester Graham and his erusade for wholegrair flour, he for whom wholegrain
wheat fiour was named. T have not mentioned the many ingentous combinations of grains thar went o early
breads, often, T suspect, 0 eke out supplies of expensive wheat, such as "Thirded Bread,” a yeasted bread
which contained wheat, rye, and maize, often called “fnjue Bread” because it cortainied Indian medl, hat s,
cormmeal, By the way, the carliest published recipe for uny sort of bread containing waize that | have found
is given by Anloine Augustin Parmentier in 1778, a yeasted bread. In France,
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[ do not want to feave the impression that all Americans, gverywhere, ate good bread in the early
days. They did not. First, there were the poor. And the froniier. And years of bad crops, including the
problem of "grown" wheat, But the bread thar they ate could not have been worse than what most Americans

cat today. You call that bread? [SHOW GLOB OF WONDER BREAD)]

What I do say, is that those who had the means, in this case specifically patrician Virginians, ale
wonderful bread, bread that would grace the finest table 1oday, anywhere, including France,

"Some may object that I have slighted —— even omitted ~- the contributions of Native Americans,
African-Americans, and immigrantss from many, many parts of the world, But the siery of yeasted wheat
bread in Anwerica is primarily that of our English hertage, the English, in turn, probuabiy baving learned it
from the French now nearly a thousand years ago. In any event, what happened 1o our white bread also
happened in varying degree and o varying ways (o all the other breads. 1t is still happening.

1 tried to give documentation as T went along.  For more details, ask me, or consult the various
books and articies I have written and, of coursc, the source books themselves, all of which are included in the
bibliography, of which you should bave 3 copy. Also, of Mary Randolph’s recipe.

I shouid note that 1 have cannibalized a certain amount of my own writings in preparing this walk; it's
inevitable, although 1 should aiso note thm I have had rcason o change my views as | have done maore
research. Not the long view — the ransfornation of Mary Randolph’s loal, a thing of beauly, into Wouder
bread remains constant.  What bhas changed, but only in dewil, is certain aspects of erying to achicve
something like the breads of yesteryear in @ modern kitchen.
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