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with ingredients – from dried fruit to nuts, herbs, beer, 
honey or chocolate, anything goes. Recent successes have 
included a prune and walnut loaf, which always pleases 
at a social gathering, and a grape focaccia, which was 
visually stunning.

Baking sourdough seems a paradoxical process that at 
fi rst appears complex and demanding, but is actually based 
on ancient methods of bread production that rely on a 
combination of simple chemical reactions, occurring over 
time. Adding yeast to fl our triggers a fermentation process, 
causing dough to expand and create a well-risen loaf. 
Using the commercially produced yeast favoured in mass 
bread production causes a uniform rise in record time. The 
famous ‘Chorleywood’ industrial method developed by 
scientists in Hertfordshire in 1961 could churn out bread 
in three and a half hours, from fl our to wrapped loaf. 

Instead sourdough uses wild yeast spores from the air 
around us, which are trapped by making a mixture of 
fl our and water. This ‘starter’ or ‘mother’ mixture lives 

on the kitchen side and needs to be nurtured – ‘fed’ 
with more fl our and water over several days, a bit like 
a pet. Natural fermentation is much slower than with 
commercial yeast, so the proving and rising process of a 
sourdough requires time and patience – no bread makers 
here. Loaves can take a day or more to make, but the 
rewards are in the depth of fl avour and chewy texture, 
and being able to think: ‘I made that!’

Perhaps the challenge comes from the care and slowing 
down that making a sourdough demands, a conscious 
setting aside of time and attentiveness that provides an 
antidote to the demands of modern living. It’s so easy to get 
stuck in the habit of measuring personal and professional 
success in the number of daily tasks you can tick off , 
rushing from one thing to the next, trying to feel that you 
are achieving. In contrast, the mindful nature of sourdough 
production is that it can’t be rushed, in fact the essence of 
its success, and the accompanying feelings of satisfaction 
and pride, are bound into the amount of time it takes. 
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