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FOREWORD

BY SHEILA DILLON

The Food Programme set sail in September 1979 as a one-off series of six programmes on Radio 4. Journalist Derek Cooper, its first presenter, had lobbied the BBC for years to commission a series that would take food seriously. Finally, Radio 4 agreed. Derek later told the story of how, after the broadcasts started, he went with his producer to see the network’s controller. They asked her if they could continue after the six episodes she’d commissioned. She was startled: ‘But won’t you have said everything there is to say about food by then?’ she said. Derek persuaded her that there might be more to say and she reluctantly agreed they could carry on. Forty-three years later, it’s still carrying on.

As the thirteen chapters of this book show, there’s always more to say, taste and investigate. The food world is ever and fast changing and as a lens through which to understand the bigger world, food is unmatched. The history of the programme is the history of extraordinary change.

I first heard The Food Programme sometime in the mid-1980s. I was back from six years in New York where I’d been working as a journalist, for the final two years at the radical magazine Food Monitor. I didn’t know about The Food Programme, I was just listening to Radio 4 – glad to be back in a country with great speech radio – but my attention was caught by a man’s voice, rich and deep, describing from somewhere in France a celebration of local wines and British cheese.

Well, that was what it was meant to be, but the promised British cheeses hadn’t arrived, so what was actually on offer to the gathered French winemakers and locals were two big blocks of unnamed cheddars, one white, one yellow – ‘dyed yellow’, said the voice. What a pity it was, he went on, because compared to the wines, they tasted of almost nothing. No one knew where they came from; they were obviously industrially produced and in no way represented Britain’s great regional and farmhouse cheeses. Her Majesty’s government’s consul, who was hosting the event, was outraged and declared in fruity tones that they were ‘jolly nice’ and even better than the ones he ate at home. Derek very politely skewered HM’s representative and cast a new light on the difference between industrial food production and the quality kind, and between a nation that sees good food as a pillar of its identity and one that doesn’t. But it also showed the strength of a programme that could ask difficult questions, be journalistic and yet be based on pleasure.

That was the day I decided The Food Programme was where I needed to work. I bought a Radio Times, looked up the name of the producer and wrote to him. It took a few years and persistence, but I was eventually hired as the programme’s reporter.

• • •

Outside Broadcasting House in London now there’s a statue of George Orwell, author of Animal Farm and 1984, and one-time BBC producer. He’s poised as if on a soapbox ready to put the world to rights – fag in one hand, the other on his hip. On the wall beside it is carved an Orwell sentence: ‘If liberty means anything at all, it means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.’

In 1979, there weren’t a lot of people who wanted to hear that food mattered. Even now, in government, the civil service and the big policy making organisations there still aren’t. I know at first hand what difficulties the BBC’s own news and current affairs division has in grasping that the production and consumption of food is actually as important as daily reports from the political centres. This is representative of a society where, for a long time, food has been seen as domestic and female, therefore trivial and ignorable. An idea embedded here since at least the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. The highest value that food has had in Britain is cheapness at the till. The idea of it as a civilising pleasure, the key to health and crucial for the way it connects us to nature, has never taken hold.

In the post-Second World War years, you could make a strong argument that there were many good reasons for food businesses and government to pursue an even more energetic cheap food policy. After the stringencies of rationing, which lasted in some foodstuffs until 1954, it seemed to make sense to industrialise the food system and bring down the cost of food. Britain was rebuilding, people were tired of food restrictions and ready for change.

Nobody challenged this model for a long time until, oddly, the Thatcher/Reagan years. That philosophy of public=bad/private=good saw the dismantling of controls on corporate mergers and takeovers and the general monetisation of the public sphere. Corporations got bigger. In the food world, the Milk Marketing Board, which had protected prices paid to dairy farmers, was killed off. Supermarkets, with their built-in incentives to buy wherever was cheapest, gradually took over retailing. Our food supply globalised.

A consequence was that wholesale markets went into free-fall. If you were a large-scale grower who didn’t want to supply supermarkets because of the costs they imported (having to buy shelf space, pay for 2-for-1 offers, etc) there were suddenly very few options. As we showed on The Food Programme many times, a grower could be brought to the edge of bankruptcy in a world where the supermarket buyer had all the power and the growers had no contracts. In Cornwall, we saw acres of ready-to-be-harvested cauliflowers that had been declined by the supermarket they’d been grown for because they were cream coloured not white. They were going to be ploughed under because even Covent Garden, the biggest wholesale market in the UK, was no longer big enough to sell on this quantity of vegetables.

Meanwhile, the rise of out-of-town shopping centres centred around giant supermarkets sucked business from high streets: it was a rare butcher, baker, greengrocer or fishmonger who could compete on price or convenience.

It was into this world that The Food Programme was launched, to set about the task of taking food seriously and to look at the food system beyond the never-much-thought-about industrial model. Who was benefiting? What was happening to the quality of our food? Did it taste as good from a mega-factory as it did from a dairy or high-street baker? Where were the ingredients from? What additives were being used to cut the costs of production? What effect was that quality having on our health?

Those were key questions, but The Food Programme isn’t a documentary series – the questions arose from the character of the man who launched the programme. Derek Cooper took food seriously, but for him it was also one of life’s greatest pleasures. It’s that never-broken link that’s made the programme’s reputation. For all its seriousness, its forty-three years are packed with joy, bringing alive, through food, people and cultures all over the world. We have reported from Sweden during the Santa Lucia feast and from the Rift Valley in Ethiopia, where after a devastating famine farmers stopped growing the hybrid maize as advised by development experts, returned to crop rotations and were now eating well and exporting their surplus beans, coffee and vegetables. In Tanzania, Dan Saladino joined a group of Hadza hunting and feasting. In Russia and Ukraine after the collapse of the Soviet Union, Derek Cooper and I talked and ate with bakers and market traders, and pensioners whose pensions were suddenly worth nothing in the gangsterland of that strange time. We’ve eaten the best tacos in Mexico City while researching the history of maize and Reestit mutton dried in open sheds in Shetland. Dan Saladino was in Venezuela reporting on a food system in crisis as the government edged near to collapse. In Chicago, producer Margaret Collins and I ate in the city’s most starry restaurant with a group of exquisitely mannered and confident teenagers from the city’s toughest schools as part of the chef’s weekly mission to expand tastes beyond Coke and burgers. We’ve eaten with young refugees in Greece and enjoyed the best pizza with Dan’s dad. In 2019, Dan and I were joined by two new presenters, brewer Jaega Wise and world-traveller and gardener, Leyla Kazim. They’re already bringing fresh views and stories told through the lens of food and drink.

Our occasional A Life through Food series has brought us together with Paul McCartney, Madhur Jaffrey, Pret a Manger founder Julian Metcalfe, Prue Leith, Jamie Oliver, Nadiya Hussain, Nigella Lawson, Rick Stein and many more. Joy and journalism.

The programme’s journalism got its biggest boost in early 1988 when we helped break the BSE story with Dylan Winter, reporter and producer on Radio 4’s Farming Today. It soon became clear, though it was not admitted by the government for a long time, that mad cow disease was a catastrophe caused by the pursuit of ever-cheaper food. A catastrophe that was to cost the taxpayer multiple billions of pounds – the final total is still being calculated. The circumstances that led to BSE in our farm animals and the wide-reaching consequences are discussed in chapter twelve.

The BSE crisis was a tipping point in public trust of the government and experts. Importantly, it also showed that cheap food had a cost – in this case an astronomically high one. Up to then, only a few policy wonks and fewer journalists had questioned our cheap food supply. Now it is part of a bigger conversation and a spur to making food in a different way. Up rose the cheese makers, bakers, charcuterie makers, young butchers, growers, organic box schemes, farmers’ markets, restaurants that name their suppliers … all the elements of our food system we now take for granted.

Britain hasn’t become a food paradise but change towards better quality has happened and continues because the questioning that was so rare in 1979 has become part of the food landscape. You don’t have to be a Food Programme reporter to do it. If you’re lucky and have an adequate income, you’re now able to look at and use the food system in a very different way. Though nowadays, that is a bigger ‘if’. Society is more unequal than it was in 1979 and with a less robust social safety net.

About fifty-five per cent of the food we eat in the UK in 2022 is defined as ultra-processed: made mostly from industrial derivatives of whole fats, starches and sugars, usually with the addition of artificial colours, flavours and stabilisers. We can measure the cost of this type of diet in the human misery of type 2 diabetes, heart disease, obesity, strokes and many types of cancer. The costs to the environment can be measured in rain forests chopped down to grow soya for cattle feed, in soils degraded by years of unbroken intense production of single crops, in the misery of animals reared intensively in factories, in methane and carbon emissions and the resulting rising global temperatures. As the cost of living continues to rise, food cheap at the till is still the national goal and the consequences of that are now beginning to overwhelm us.

Newspapers, radio and TV still talk of the ‘need’ for cheap food. Recently, I heard a news reporter interviewing James Rebanks, farmer and author of the bestselling English Pastoral. The reporter was critical because, he said, Rebanks appeared to be arguing that food should be more expensive when, in fact, we all know that ‘we need cheap food to feed the poor’. Rebanks said, ‘You don’t fix poverty by making food cheaper, you fix poverty by redistributing income. What you’ve said is just propaganda.’ The reporter quickly changed the subject.

But as Alex Renton shows in his exploration of thirteen foods, you don’t get energy to keep questioning from fixating on the flaws. You get that by looking at the change makers. Which is why in 2000 The Food Programme and Radio 4 lobbied Prince Charles and Stephen Fry to help us launch the BBC Food and Farming Awards. The awards have just had their twentieth outing, rewarding people all over Britain – cooks working in institutions such as hospitals and schools, food and drink producers, street food vendors, retailers, entrepreneurs, markets, farmers – who are changing lives and economies around them through good food.

The awards are the BBC at its Reithian best: educating, informing and entertaining. The recordings we make on judging visits around the country and at the event itself produce great radio – and podcasts. My upright Yankee husband always has tears running down his cheeks as he listens. Even though I’ve heard it all on the road and on tape as we produce the programmes, I am moved all over again as I hear those voices go out into the world. As the BBC’s director general Tim Davie said to the production team backstage at the 2021 awards, THIS is the beating heart of the BBC.

The Food Programme has been accused of bias over the years in favour of quality food and the people who produce it. The programme has always had to tread a fine line – giving industry its say because that is fair and because there is nothing at all wrong with making a profit. But we now live in a world where four corporations control ninety per cent of the global grain trade; four control just a little less of the meat industry, with just three companies dominating the production and sale of seeds and pesticides. In Britain, four supermarkets dominate food retailing. What this all means is that the global corporations that totally dominate our supermarket shelves have massive PR and advertising budgets to tell their version of the food story and protect their bottom lines. In 2017, the Obesity Health Alliance showed that junk food companies in the UK spent on advertising more than twenty-seven times the government’s budget to promote healthy eating. We can’t ignore that any more than we could if we were reporting on the oil and gas industries, which we now know have, for a long time, twisted the truth about climate change and so have shaped our response to the climate crisis.

The BBC’s guidelines direct us to report stories of significance and to hold power to account. Like every other factual programme produced by the BBC, at The Food Programme we work hard to get at the truth with journalism that is fair and accurate. And sometimes that means telling people what they don’t want to hear, just as Orwell said.

This book is an extension of that kind of journalism. I hope it brings you joy and new insights.
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CHAPTER 1

FEED ME NOW AND EVERMORE

BREAD

‘By reimagining our daily bread, Andrew Whitley is convinced it’s possible to build a food system fit for the planet and fit for us.’

Dan Saladino on the veteran real bread campaigner Andrew Whitley, The Food Programme, 2021





Bread is civilisation: an artefact whose making demands science, agriculture, art and, most of all, cooperation. Its simple inputs – flour, yeast, salt, water and heat – are each staples of human life, and, except water, products of acquired knowledge. You might add to the mix one more crucial thing: time, carefully portioned. Yeast needs time to grow, dough needs time to prove, bread needs time to bake and cool.

Bread may be one of the oldest things we make. Like other animals, we have long eaten the seeds of grasses; archaeological finds show that we began grinding these between stones before we appear to have begun taming animals for food. This rudimentary flour was used for porridges. In the mix, bacteria thrived, giving off carbon dioxide, which add taste and volume to the seed sludge.

The first meal of bread we know of, currently, was eaten in a remote area of what is now Jordan’s eastern desert, towards its border with Iraq, about 14,400 years ago. In 2017, charred food remains were found in a fireplace at a site called Shubayqa 1. Under an electron microscope, they proved to be the remains of grains that had, as the writer Rob Penn puts it in his book Slow Rise, ‘been threshed, winnowed, milled and possibly sieved, before being mixed with water into a form of dough and cooked … this is the beginning of bread’.

From there, a human history with bread as symbol and staple begins. Bread is the ‘staff of life’ in the Bible and ‘bread of heaven’ – in the form of manna – is sent from the skies to feed the wandering Israelites. Bread and power go hand-in-hand: as with other foods in this book, finding a way to process food energy so it can be stored, transported and traded has been a foundation of great civilisations.

Bread has kept the poor from rising against the rich. In ancient Rome, free grain was distributed by the ruling class to the plebs: ‘bread and circuses’, as the satirist Juvenal put it, was the recipe for peace in the city. Subsidising bread and its key ingredient, flour, has been necessary in many societies ever since, with dire consequences for the ruling classes should they fail. ‘Let them eat cake,’ the eighteenth-century French queen Marie Antoinette is supposed to have answered when told the poor could not afford bread. The ordinary people of France removed her head. (The word she used in French was brioche, which – with its eggs and sugar – is more expensive than plain baguette: a cruel joke, if she ever said it.)

Londoners rioted over bread prices several times in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Political reforms followed. Bread remains as symbolic and political as ever: when world wheat prices soared after 2008, the cost of bread in some countries rose by thirty per cent or more. This became an issue in the popular protests around North Africa and the Middle East known as the Arab Spring. When demonstrators took to the streets of Cairo in 2011, one of their chants was a demand for ‘Aish, Horreya, Adala Egtema’eya’ – bread, freedom, social justice: the protests ended in the fall of the government.

The quest for grain for bread has removed forests and reshaped landscapes, from America’s prairies to the great grasslands of Russia. But for all the damage done, we have some of the greatest – and most joyous – products of human ingenuity. Focaccia, challah, baguette, pita, pretzel, sourdough, arepa, lavash, bagel, ciabatta, njera, simit, pumpernickel, brioche, the crumpet. (Chapati, tortillas, scones and other breads that are not leavened don’t make it on – the usual definition of bread is that it has to be made with yeast.)


‘The twentieth century was the first since civilization began when the majority of us were not steeped in growing and harvesting cereals, then threshing, milling, baking them into bread.’

Robert Penn, Slow Rise (2021)



Bread is togetherness. Company, a companion – from the Latin and old French – is someone with whom we eat bread. The ancient Greeks called the Egyptians ‘bread eaters’ – the modern word for it in Egypt today, aish, also means ‘life’. It seems fair to assume that ever since humans first baked bread it has been a metaphor for and a token of comfort, money, partnership and community.

But in the twentieth century bread changed radically as time – that crucial sixth ingredient – became more expensive. We started looking at the hours spent bread-making as a waste, a chore. We invented more and more processes to bypass the natural process and make bread more profitable. This meant that bread could be made quicker, at a large scale and lasted longer. But the result was that we lost our connection with the ingredients, the slow rhythms and rituals of crafting a good loaf.

Bread is now getting better – for those who can afford it. For example, in Edinburgh in 2021, there are a dozen or more small-scale artisanal bakers around the city; my family gets an organic sourdough loaf delivered to our doorstep once a week by the city’s Company Bakery. But that costs more than three times the price of supermarket sliced wholemeal, making it beyond the means of many.

BAD BREAD

‘Why do the rich in so many countries eat such bad bread?’ asks food historian Bee Wilson in her polemical history, The Way We Eat Now (2019). The poor, she goes on, have less choice in the matter. It is clear that in Britain the ordinary loaf started to deteriorate nearly two centuries ago. As Britain industrialised, busy urban workers looked to others to make their basic foods. Some workers’ housing was built without a kitchen. But this shift away from home-cooking enabled fraud. In the cities in the 1850s, bakers were habitually adding alum, which is toxic, along with ground bones and chalk – these bulked out the flour and made loaves whiter. Already brown bread was looked down upon as the food of peasants. There was surprisingly little protest. Bee Wilson writes in her chronicle of food fraud, Swindled, that ‘a significant strand of opinion reckoned that a bit of harmless adulteration was defensible as good for trade’: ‘buyer beware’ was a fair rule and politicians resisted calls for regulation.

In France, by contrast, strict rules about the content and making of bread were enforced from the time of the French revolution. In 1793, the new Republic’s government stated: ‘It will no longer make a bread of wheat for the rich and a bread of bran for the poor. All bakers will be held, under the penalty of imprisonment, to make only one type of bread: the Bread of Equality.’ This, and subsequent strict standards brought in during the nineteenth century, ensured a national reputation for great bread that, though factory-made loaves are found in France too, lasts until today.

In Britain, an Adulteration Act was eventually passed in 1860, marking one of the first times that the government intervened to regulate food. But by then, bread, a key food for much of society, was doing active harm, chiefly because it was all made from bleached white flour and so lacked almost all the nutrients and vitamins that the grain provides. In 1910, one appalled observer of working-class south London, socialist and suffragette Maud Pember-Reeves, reported that white bread was most, if not all of what the children she inspected ate.

WHITE AND SPEEDY

Quite when the British started choosing white, bleached flour above all else is not certain. The reason probably lies with the same prejudice that keeps Asia eating white rice: brown, less milled grain is a stigma of poverty. The 1890 edition of Isabella Beeton’s immensely successful Every Day Cookery has a recipe for ‘Good Homemade Bread’, which does not specify a type or colour of flour – she must have assumed her audience used white. Neither does A Plain Cookery Book for the Working Classes, a bestseller by Queen Victoria’s personal chef, Charles Elmé Francatelli, published in 1852. But his recipe ‘Bread, how to bake your own’ seems written for people who did not normally do such a thing.

That’s understandable: heating an oven to over 200°C to bake bread is expensive in fuel. Buying your bread from the bakery – even if it was spiked with alum, ground bones and bleach – was a better option for urban people.


Toast sandwich – the cheapest meal ever

This recipe is from Isabella Beeton’s other bestseller, Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management, first published in 1861. ‘Place a very thin piece of cold toast between two slices of thin bread-and-butter in the form of a sandwich, adding a seasoning of pepper and salt,’ she wrote. The Royal Society of Chemistry surveyed parsimonious British recipes and declared this the cheapest lunch ever published, a 330-calorie snack costing just 7.5p a helping today.


For many women, being relieved of the ancient chore of making bread was a huge boon. Mrs Beeton praises a Dr Dauglish and his new technique for ‘aerated bread’, machine-made in factories by pumping carbon dioxide into the dough. These and more industrial changes will, she hoped, ‘emancipate the housewife and the professional baker from a large amount of labour’.

Fuel is cheaper today but home baking remains expensive in another way. Sarah Bridle calculates in her Food and Climate Change (2021) that making a loaf of your own bread is ten times as costly in terms of emissions of climate-affecting gases as buying one from a shop. The cost is all in the heating of the oven.

BREAD FOR A BETTER BRITON

Maud Pember-Reeves’s reports on bread-fuelled life in working-class Lambeth got an audience. The following year, the Daily Mail – then as now one of Britain’s most powerful newspapers – launched a ‘Standard Bread’ campaign. It was backed by the King George V’s doctor and a celebrity MP Sir Oswald Mosley (the father of the future British Fascist leader).

The newspaper reported that since bread, almost always white, made up forty per cent of the diet of the poor, it might well be to blame for both their ‘degeneracy’ and ‘the decline in the national physique’. The last was a much-discussed problem. Poor diet appeared to be shrinking the nation. The British Army had had to reduce its minimum height requirement for recruits, down six inches to five foot in 1902. Nearly half of all those who qualified still had to be rejected because of poor health and bad teeth. The Mail made much of this.

Something had to be done to restore ‘the cream-coloured loaf’, said the paper and ‘oust the pasty-white usurper’. ‘The delicious old farmhouse and cottage bread made the bone and sinew of Englishmen and the beauty of English women famous before the craze for white starch bread began,’ it went on. A prize of £600 (£55,000 in today’s terms) was offered for a better recipe.

It would be more than a decade until an understanding of vitamins led to the first steps in modern nutrition science, but the Mail had put its finger on the problem. The white bread that was then ubiquitous would certainly have contributed to a nationwide vitamin B deficiency, since the germ of the wheat was discarded during the milling process – and rickets and other related diseases were rife in poorer Edwardian Britain. Unregulated chlorine bleaching of flour would also have added toxins to the daily bread.

By late 1911, the newspaper was able to proclaim a triumph: ‘A Change in the Food of the Nation’ had been achieved. Countless homes were eating the Mail’s Standard Bread, the paper claimed, made from unadulterated flour and at least eighty per cent of the germ of the wheat. A loaf was seen to be delivered daily to Buckingham Palace. But Lord Northcliffe, the owner of the Mail, failed to persuade the government to legislate for the bread. Some of his detractors said he’d only started the campaign to prove how powerful was his newspaper.

In the Second World War, white bread was banned in Britain partly for the same health-related reasons (though with no mention of degeneracy, this time). A nation under rationing and on the brink of starvation could not afford to waste so much goodness from the flour that it largely imported across the Atlantic. In America, the same rule was brought in in 1943, including a ban on sliced bread because it went off more quickly. But the public rebelled and pre-sliced bread, which eighty per cent of the nation bought after it was introduced in the 1930s, reappeared on the shelves.

When white bread was permitted again in Britain, in 1947, government nutritionists regretted it. At this point, the country, especially its children, was healthier in almost every respect than they had been in 1939 – and better bread was part of the reason why. White bread returned to rule again – although from the 1940s, home baking recipes did occasionally suggest that ‘wheaten’ (wholemeal) flour could be used in place of white. Though who actually baked their own bread in post-war Britain? People considered oddballs – vegetarians, anti-modernists and those with too much time on their hands.


‘It’s a nice loaf to look at … it suits the housewife who hasn’t the energy and in many cases, hasn’t even a knife to cut bread.’

A 1950s baker contemplating the mass-produced, pre-sliced loaf, BBC Archive




Bread in the 1970s

‘My brother and I ate loaves of Mother’s Pride or Sunblest. Occasionally we ate an entire loaf at a sitting … I was briefly captivated by Ridley Scott’s famous 1973 TV commercial for Hovis – a bread delivery boy pushing a bicycle up a cobbled lane to Dvořák’s New World Symphony – but I never ate the brown bread it advertised. It was nutrient-stripped white – white enough to blind you – or nothing at all: white toast and honey for breakfast; white bread to mop up liver and bacon stew at lunchtime; white toast with Marmite and baked beans in front of Grange Hill for tea.’

Robert Penn, Slow Rise (2021)


There was a rebel hold-out, though. In 1954, Doris Grant published Dear Housewives, and for all its modest (and old-fashioned) title, it was a powerful tract for better food for ordinary British families. She was already famous for her espousal of the first balanced diet, the Hay System, her campaigning against rapacious food companies, and a delicious, wholemeal bread to make at home – the Grant Loaf.

‘I remember the sensation this caused when it came out just after the war,’ wrote one of the next generation’s campaigners for real food, Jane Grigson, in 1974. ‘Here was the real thing, and it took only a few minutes to make because no kneading was required.’ Grant’s 1954 book weighed in against ‘Baker’s Poison’, with its ‘witches brew’ of additives, its lack of vitamins, its short shelf life and its tastelessness. She noted that if she put crumbs from her home-baked bread and some from a bought white loaf on the window sill, the brown crumbs were taken by the birds first. And her Labrador wouldn’t touch the white bread.

Nonetheless, as Doris Grant was writing, the bread industry was coming up with its most efficient idea yet. Put together by scientists at a baking industry research institute outside London, the Chorleywood Baking Process (CBP) would soon be producing most of the bread in Britain and in many other countries.

In a form, the CBP is still responsible for ninety per cent of the bread we eat today. High-speed mixing and baking and low protein wheat flour is bolstered by a huge range of processing aids, ‘yeast improvers’, preservatives, emulsifiers and other chemicals, with high amounts of salt and sugar often added, too. Launched in 1961, it produced a softer, lighter bread than ever seen before – quickly, consistently and very cheaply. Not only did it bring down the price of a loaf, the bread also kept longer. This helped the increasing numbers of women entering the workforce, who no longer had time to shop every day.


Bread additives and improvers found in a standard supermarket loaf

Hard fats, soya flour, acetic acid, powdered gluten, reducing agent (l-cysteine hydrochloride), flour treatment agent (ascorbic acid), emulsifiers (mono- and diglycerides of fatty acids, sodium stearoyl-2-lactylate, glycerol monostearate lecithins and others), bleaching agents, preservatives (calcium propionate) and enzymes.


To some, it was much more attractive – particularly for its lack of any crust worth mentioning. But to others, it was a soft, moist, tasteless cotton wool. ‘When a mollusc of gummy paste clamps to the roof of your mouth like a limpet to a rock … you know you are eating CBP bread,’ writes Robert Penn in Slow Rise. Elizabeth David, a warrior for real food in the mid-twentieth century, said, ‘A technological triumph factory bread may be. Taste it has none. Should it be called bread?’ America’s equivalent of Elizabeth David, the TV chef and writer Julia Child, famously asked: ‘How can a nation be called great when its bread tastes like Kleenex?’

The baking industry has lobbied hard and successfully to ensure that many of the additives it uses don’t have to be included in the ingredients list on the packet. Its argument is that since these ‘processing aids’ and ‘yeast improvers’ help with the rise of the dough and disappear during the baking, they are not actually present in the finished bread. But they do affect the bread in many different ways and, as has become clear, they affect our bodies too.

Doris Grant’s concerns over the effects on our health of factory-made bread in 1954 – drawn from her observations at the dawn of nutrition science – are pretty much the same as those that worry many of us now. Deficiencies in vitamin B complex and vitamin E are still an issue; rickets has not gone from Britain, even among wealthier households, and lack of calcium may play a part in poorer Britain’s world-beating bad teeth problem. Foretelling today’s concerns, Grant called sugar ‘public enemy no. 2’: these days, supermarket bread may contain as much as three grams of sugar per slice.

The residues left by bleaching to make flour white are less of an issue, though this process does still happen. If white flour is not labelled ‘unbleached’, it will have been chemically aged to whiten it – a process that can happen naturally, but it is slow.

Perhaps most significant of all, Grant put her finger on an issue that affects almost all of us who think about and eat bread: wholemeal, with its fibre, makes our gut work better. ‘Vitamin B strengthens the colon,’ she opined – as a former sufferer of constipation herself. She was right, and more: it plays a role in reducing the risk of bowel and colon cancer, another illness whose rise in recent years has not yet been explained, though it has been suggested that the additives and lack of fibre in highly processed foods such as CBP bread are among the causes. To be fair, the bread industry has reacted to criticism over excessive additives. ‘British bread now has the lowest salt content of any in Europe,’ says Gordon Polson, head of the Federation of Bakers. The added sugar content (some sugar is naturally present) of ordinary bread also appears to be declining, though research across all brands is not available.

All the same, a century after Lord Northcliffe demonstrated his Daily Mail’s muscle with Standard Bread, Real Bread Campaign co-founder Andrew Whitley said that bread may well be worse than it was then. ‘I think Lord Northcliffe would turn in his grave if he could see the state of factory loaves today … We want the government to give bread the same sort of protection as butter, so anyone wanting to throw in additives would have to come up with another name for it.’

RAISING THE DOUGH

The Grant Loaf was far healthier than standard white, and tastier. It was easy to make because it did still use one key modern ingredient: a teaspoonful of instant ‘live’ yeast (7g for 450g of flour). Doris Grant puts its leavening and rising process at a mere twenty to thirty minutes, rather than one to three hours for a kneaded loaf, or twelve hours or more for a traditional sourdough. Although ‘real bread’ makers might turn up their noses at using a yeast starter they had not nurtured and grown themselves.

Yeast works by reacting with the flour and water in the dough, producing lactic bacilli that help make the bread tasty and digestible and, crucially, the gas carbon dioxide. These bubbles help raise the dough and stretch the gluten.

Done traditionally, it’s not a fast process – from the first feeding of the starter, it may be twenty-four hours before you can take your loaf out of the oven. Sourdough bread – probably the first our Neolithic ancestors made – may be left to ‘prove’ for four hours or more, and then again overnight in the fridge. It isn’t surprising that since the nineteenth century, commercial bakers have looked for shortcuts.

Ready yeast had long been available from breweries. In its natural state, it is a thick soup, bubbling and clearly alive. But it is not stable. By the late nineteenth century, manufacturers were extracting the moisture from the yeast culture, producing cakes that could be kept and sold. From that came instant yeast and then ‘rapid-rise’, which does not need to be rehydrated, and produces much more carbon dioxide. Standard bread using the Chorleywood process and enzyme-laced yeast can be made in an hour flat. Nowadays, CBP loaves are often frozen after they are proved and shipped to supermarkets for baking in store, enticing customers with that fresh bread smell.

But Andrew Whitley argues in his ground-breaking 2006 book Bread Matters – both a campaigner’s cri de coeur and a great bread-maker’s manual – that bread made slowly has a much better flavour and texture, as well as containing a host of nutrients produced by natural fermentation. Some quick recipes for home breadmaking machines call for 15g of instant yeast to 400g of flour (more than twice as much as in the Grant Loaf recipe). However, undigested yeast causes a range of problems in the human gut.

We eat far less bread that we used to – our consumption is down about fifty per cent since the 1950s and, according to the Federation of Bakers, it is still decreasing. Today in Britain, we eat about forty-three loaves per person, or 30kg each, a year: a century ago it was 150kg. Seventy-five per cent of bread sold is white. There are many reasons for this decline, including the rise of other carbohydrates. British families used to have a loaf of bread on the table at most meals: now we use rice and pasta. But this has not been matched by any radical changes in our diet to replace the beneficial elements present in real bread. Fruit and vegetable consumption has risen, but not in any way that makes up for those missing vitamins and fibre. The Federation of Bakers’ Gordon Polson makes the point that, even though the British eat mainly white bread, it is still responsible for seventeen per cent of the fibre in the average person’s diet.

Growing awareness of the importance of fibre in our diet has prompted the development of products such as 50/50 loaves made with part wholemeal, browner breads decorated with whole grains and even loaves posing as sourdough but in fact made with added yeast. Speaking to a bread industry representative in 2007, Sheila Dillon suggested, ‘A Martian coming down here would say, “Why not just make variations of wholewheat?”’ His response was that he – and the nation – liked white.

While many Britons stuck at home under lockdown in 2020 and 2021 took to making their own bread, Gordon Polson says that, looking at the whole market, white bread is as popular as ever today. Many of the artisanal breads that families may buy as a treat are still made with white flour. Many prefer it toasted or as a bacon sandwich. The modern white bread that most of us buy is, it could be argued, a vehicle for other flavours, rather than a food in its own right.

GLUTEN PHOBIA

By the early 2000s, the protests of the real bread movement were getting traction among the British public, and bakers, traditional and big-scale, were taking notice. But then a new worry emerged, with suspicions falling on the key protein in bread flour, gluten. As with other fashionable approaches to worries about health and lifestyle, the scientific basis for drastic alterations to diet on grounds of ‘gluten intolerance’ was shaky. In fact, some researchers have concluded that people should not be encouraged to avoid gluten unless they have coeliac disease because their overall diets would deteriorate.fn1

Nevertheless, fuelled by some health writers and then by social media influencers, ‘gluten-free’ became the biggest health fad since ‘low carb’ a few years earlier. In 2013, a poll found that twenty-nine per cent of Americans were trying to cut down on consuming gluten, or avoid it completely).fn2 The story was similar in Europe – according to market research company Mintel, in 2018, fifteen per cent of British households were avoiding gluten and wheat. The anti-gluten craze was widely mocked: in the cartoon show South Park, the entire town went gluten-free, believing that gluten made penises fall off.

Nonetheless, by 2018, ‘gluten-free’ was available in most supermarkets. It had become a major line in what food marketing calls the ‘free from’ and ‘better for you’ sector, one of the most lucrative areas for new food products. According to a 2020 report by the charity Coeliac UK, the gluten-free market in the UK was up from £93 million in 2009 to an estimated £394 million in 2018. The label sprouted on dozens of products from beer – which does contain gluten – to chocolate and potato crisps, which are naturally gluten-free. This new obsession was not good news for artisanal bakers, who had begun to hope they were winning the long battle to restore real bread to its rightful place.

The demonising of a substance key to one of humanity’s most ancient staple foods never made much sense. What is true is that the demands of modern fast-process bread baking has led to wheat strains being developed to contain more gluten. The industry has also been extracting gluten from wheat and adding it to fast-processed bread in order to give it texture. But bread made in the time-honoured way, from traditional flour, has the same gluten content it always had.

As a result, interest has grown in rediscovering some of the ancient varieties of seeds and plants used for flour: The Food Programme has highlighted organisations like The Grain Lab, which holds annual get-togethers for farmers, millers and bakers exploring heritage varieties and techniques. Baker and author Victoria Kimbell encourages home sourdough makers to try replacing twenty per cent of their usual flour with traditional wheats like emmer, rivet, einkorn and khorasan.

Gluten-free bread, pasta and pizza are not easy to make. It is possible, by using a range of chemicals and fats, to reproduce the spring usually provided by gluten from grain: a complex and expensive process. But consumers were willing to pay much more – a loaf of gluten-free white bread at Tesco costs £1.80 at time of writing, as opposed to 59p for its standard own-brand white bread.

The bread is expensive in part because new technology had to be developed to make it, says Gordon Polson of the Federation of Bakers. ‘It’s not really bread in the strict sense. Actually producing something that the consumer would want was technically extremely challenging and required a lot of investment.’ Besides, if you remove the key element of a loaf’s engineering, extra salt, fat and sugar are likely to be used to make a gluten-free loaf work. Andrew Whitley, who does provide some gluten-free recipes for bread, cautions, ‘Wheat gluten is unique. You can’t mimic it except by using strange additives that aren’t food.’

The gluten-free trend continues today. It has clearly benefited the one per cent or so of the population who do suffer coeliac disease – there is more choice for them and better understanding of their serious condition. But no one has yet been able to nail down what has caused the undoubted rise in reporting of coeliac disease – or in irritable bowel issues, asthma and other symptoms sufferers were told to blame on gluten sensitivity.

Science, as so often is the case in food and health when big money is involved, seems unable to find a consensus. But a significant number of studies have found the links between these issues and traditional gluten use in food is tenuous and suggest that many problems may have different dietary origins.

There is some evidence that people who believe they have a problem with gluten react well if they change to less processed, slow-proven bread, especially sourdoughs.fn3 And it may be that the problems in the modern gut have been caused, as Doris Grant said all those years ago, by the deficiencies and the artificial additives of factory bread.

A GOLDEN AGE OF BREAD?

Nathan Myhrvold, the ex-Microsoft millionaire who has spent part of his fortune investigating cooking processes in a laboratory, has published a five-volume, full-colour, big-format account of his explorations of bread baking. (As part of their investigation, 36,000 loaves were baked by him and his sixty chef-researchers.) Modernist Bread is pitched at a select audience – the book sells for £400.

No one could have more respect for traditional approaches than Myhrvold, a Minnesota wheat farmer’s grandson. But he throws out some time-honoured lore that he sees as myth. Talking to Dan Saladino on a 2018 episode of The Food Programme, Myhrvold discusses how the real bread movement began in the 1970s in France and with ‘a bunch of hippies in northern California’.

He went on to say: ‘They looked at the history of bread. They said we’re ruining bread with this supermarket stuff; let’s reach to the past and we can make really good bread. Over time, people kept reaching a little further back. The way to one-up your competitor was to say, “You use a gas-fired oven? I use wood.” Then, that guy’d say, “You buy your flour? I make my flour!” There are some good things that can come of that, but what’s next? Stone tools? At what point are you actually making the bread better?’

The golden age of bread is not in the past, it is now, insists Myhrvold. The return to basic principles comes about through consumers’ and bakers’ objections to industrialised bread, but that does not mean we have to reject every modern or technological discovery. As Myhrvold sees it, artisanal bread-makers are foolishly snooty about ‘no-knead bread’, which has been around as a labour-saving method since the 1940s – as we saw, Doris Grant boasts how little kneading her loaf requires.

‘Kneading is a fraud,’ says Myhrvold. ‘It doesn’t do what is promised. You can make great bread without kneading.’ The point is that, with the right yeast properly prepared, with the water and flour allowed time to ‘autolyse’, the very action of fermenting over eight hours will do all the stretching the dough requires. Adding a drop or two of acidic fruit juice helps, too.

The Myhrvold lab made several other significant discoveries. One was a natural way to combat the problem of the dryness and heaviness of wholemeal loaves; they tackle this by simply starting the bread with whiter flour and adding bran and wheatgerm later when the gluten has started stretching. He also gives precise instructions for a problem all home bakers face: what to do when you’ve over-proofed a dough and it collapses. The problem is that the gluten has stretched too far because of too much carbon dioxide from the fermentation: the whole structure is impossibly weak.

‘Conventional wisdom holds that overproofed doughs are irretrievably damaged and should be thrown away,’ Myhrvold writes. ‘Our experiments found just the opposite. In fact, we were able to resuscitate the same batch of dough up to ten times before it suffered any serious loss in quality.’ The answer is simple: collapse the loaf completely, shape it and start the proving process again. Though this won’t work for sourdough, where the gluten structure is tougher and acid levels high, he warns, unless you spot the fault early in the proving.

After all that eating and experimenting – ‘I put on about 15lb myself,’ giggles Myhrvold – what one bread would he choose? The man who has probably tried more breads than anyone else on the planet picks a bread invented by his collaborator, the pastry chef Francisco Migoya: a chocolate and cherry sourdough. ‘It’s not a sweet bread, but the dark chocolate, and then these cherries … Boy! Words fail me.’ The recipe is on the Modernist Cuisine website.

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY PRESSURES

In terms of climate-changing gas emissions, the biggest impact in most homes comes from using the oven. Used regularly, it may be responsible for thirty per cent of emissions from the average household, far more than heating water.fn4 There are ways to mitigate some of the impact: using the fan to reduce cooking temperature and limiting the time preheating an oven, for a start.

But it is an unavoidable truth that mass, commercially baked bread is far more efficient than each of us turning on the oven to 240°C to bake a couple of loaves at home. If we shared an oven with our neighbours, as communities once did, the figures would look much better. The other course is to buy from the new breed of genuine high-street bakers who, with the support of organisations like the Real Bread Campaign, have done much to restore proper bread to those who have the means to go and find it. Though this is of course the expensive option – a loaf of sourdough from a local baker regularly comes in at around £4 or more – and is not available to everyone.

During the twenty-first century, the cereals we use to make our bread and the people who farm it will be faced with greater and greater challenges because of shifting weather patterns. Wheat provides twenty per cent of all human nutrition, and ninety-five per cent of the three-quarters of a billion tonnes of it grown annually for food worldwide is made into bread. Britain imports up to twenty per cent of the wheat it uses annually. We are quite dependent on the Canadian crop for bread, since it is what’s called ‘stronger’, meaning higher in protein – the gluten that gives bread its structure. Because it produces so much high quality wheat, Canada fills
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