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Introduction
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We live in a world of instant gratification where we are used to picking up the phone and ordering what we want. Everything and anything can be bought by pressing a few buttons and having it delivered to your doorstep. It’s also just as easy to go to your nearest store and purchase whatever type of sourdough bread, pastry, cake, or whatever baked goods you would like to have. 

So, why would anyone go against this easy and fuss-free lifestyle? This is an important question that you will have to answer numerous times as you start and progress on your journey into the world of baking with sourdough. People will ask you and be puzzled that you want to spend so much of your valuable time in creating something as simple as a loaf of bread when the shops are stocked with every possible type of bread.

Mastering sourdough baking is so much more than “just a loaf of bread”. It is a skill you learn that has been around for a very long time, at least 5,000 years. This, in itself, is the answer, because if people did not like doing this type of baking and natural fermenting, it would simply have disappeared.

Sourdough baking has numerous benefits for our health, but as you become proficient in baking, you will experience the benefits that are not so clear at first glance. Your sense of achievement as you see, smell, and taste the many things you can make with sourdough. You learn patience and determination, as sourdough starters are alive and as such do not always conform to what you may expect. Often you will have to practice until you get it just right. Making artisan loaves gives you much-needed ‘you’ time where you can step away from the insane pace of modern life and be in your zone to enjoy something just because you want to and not because you have to.

The internet is a wonderful place with so much information, it can often be overwhelming and also contradictory as people give information from their opinions and not simply facts. This book brings you all the basics you need to know to get you started with great recipes. The recipes chosen for this book have short fermentation and rising periods where at all possible to help you get into the enjoyment of creating great-tasting food using sourdough. 
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Chapter 1: All About Sourdough 
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Sourdough bread and the use of sourdough starters to bake have come a very long way and are widely used in many cultures around the world. The one thing that has never changed is what is used to start the whole process of making a sourdough sponge for baking. The same ingredients are still used today as it was a few thousand years ago. It can be said that sourdough has truly stood the test of time. 
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Sourdough Throughout History
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Bread, as a food source, is ancient. It predates the written word, the Bronze Age, metal tools and weapons. Ancient bread was an unleavened form of flatbread. The first recordings of making leavened bread were done by the Egyptians some 5,000 years ago, although nobody knows if leavening was discovered accidentally or through experimenting. During the same period, different cultures were experimenting with brewing as well, so there could be a link there, but it was never recorded. Egyptian paintings and murals show that the people had started using sourdough and brewing beer at the same time. The oldest fossil of sourdough bread was found in Switzerland during an archaeological excavation and dated to 3700 BCE. This gives us a fair idea of how leavened bread with sourdough spread across the globe. 

All bread was made with sourdough starters until the 19th century, when chemists in Austria started to mass-produce a form of yeast that was grown in vats of fermenting alcohol, skimmed off, and compressed into yeast cakes. At the start of World War II, the need arose for dehydrated yeast that would allow the bread to be baked on battlefields. Then, after the war, commercial dry yeast was introduced to the general public and was a huge success, as it cut down drastically on the time it took to bake bread. 

In many countries, sourdough baking faded into the background, but it is kept alive through artisan baking, specialty bakers and 100% rye bread. In many European countries, sourdough bread never went out of style, because those cultures preferred tasty bread over the commercialized but quicker bread. The rise in popularity of sourdough baking started during the 1980s, as more people became interested in rustic and artisan bread, thus reviving this age-old art of baking naturally fermented bread. 
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The Popularity of Sourdough Today
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There are several reasons why sourdough has made such a big comeback and with more and more people, from novice bakers to professional bakers. People now bake not only sourdough bread, but also numerous other food items such as pizza bases, cake, muffins, and pies, for example. 

People have become much more aware of the additives, GMOs, excess sugar, and many preservatives that are routinely used in commercially baked items. These various additives have become routine in commercially baked products, as they help to keep the bread soft and prolong the shelf life. Therefore, the companies selling these products secure their profits, but at the cost of the consumers who buy and eat the bread. Health-conscious people have looked at ways to have bread without all of these chemicals, and sourdough is the answer for them. Restaurants and catering companies are now also offering their clients sourdough products, as they have recognized the need their clientele has, and therefore, add to the increasing popularity of sourdough. 

Social media is also playing a role in why sourdough is gaining such rapid popularity. People on baking groups and forums share information and discuss their passions, and this leads to information being given to novice bakers. In turn, new bakers share their successes and photographs on social media platforms with their families and friends, catching the interest of more people and encouraging them to try this way of baking for themselves.

People are discovering that baking sourdough bread is a lot of fun. It is a rewarding hobby that looks good and tastes great. Learning the skill to make your sourdough starters is reminiscent of school experiments. It is incredibly satisfying watching your starter develop, and the maintenance brings a routine that results in fresh baking, every time you discard. It is not unusual that everyone in the household gets in on the act to watch and decide what will be baked next. It often becomes a family activity that strengthens bonds. 
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Sourdough Bread vs. Yeast Bread
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Doing a comparison between sourdough bread and yeast bread highlights the pros and cons. The benefits of sourdough baking are discussed in-depth in the next section. For the comparison, we concentrate on rising time, overall rise, and the flavor of the bread.
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Time Factor in Rising
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Most yeast and sourdough bread recipes call for two periods of rising. The big difference is in the time it takes to achieve that. It is the norm to be able to bake yeast bread from beginning to end in one day, and that is the big draw. It is fast, and in general, modern humans like to do things quickly. We call this instant gratification; everyone wants things to happen in the shortest time possible.

Creating sourdough bread means putting in a lot more effort and having the patience to watch the bread rise over a long period, and often overnight. Yet this is exactly what gives sourdough bakers a great sense of achievement when they see and enjoy the great tasting bread at the end of the process. Sourdough baking becomes a passion for bakers, whether they are full-time bakers or a home baker providing for family and friends. 
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