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Slow Bread - project update September 2008 
 
 
Slow Bread is the first Terra Madre project within the UK.  The Slow Bread Community, 
comprising Bakers, Millers, Cereal Growers and Cookery Teachers will be representing us in 
Turin this October, where one of the topics on the agenda will be the use of imported cereals 
in national staples: 
 
PRODUCTS – Cereals: local identities and global raw materials. 
In Senegal, the rice used to make the national dish Ceebu Jën almost exclusively comes from Indochina; in 
Italy, pasta is made using durum wheat from Canada and Australia, and increasingly there are similar 
examples from around the world. 
 
 
Slow Bread Community member Clare Marriage, a cereal grower and miller, reports:  
 
“This has been a very difficult year for UK grain farmers.  Crops were damaged by the 
weather, yields are down and mycotoxin levels are higher than last year.  The disappointing 
grain quality will result in millers importing even more grain of the quality required by the 
bread baking industry.  Our forebears were not able to do this; they couldn’t simply ship in 
containers of grain from around the world instead of using local grain.  Historically if the 
harvest produced poor quality and damp grain, much like that harvested in the UK this year, 
then that is what the flour and bread was made from for the following 12 months. 
 
To disguise the smell and flavour of sometimes fusty grain and flour, and especially on festive 
occasions, creative cooks and bakers added ingredients such as honey, sugar, fat, spices and 
fruit to their bread dough to lift people’s spirits and taste buds.  Not surprisingly these sweet 
breads took on regional characteristics depending on local resources and other available 
ingredients.  This heritage has been kept alive by generations who loved eating Banbury 
Cake, Bara Brith, Barm Brack, Bath Buns, Chelsea Buns, Gingerbread, Wiltshire Lardy 
Cake, Saffron Loaf, Selkirk Bannock and many other delicacies at tea time.” 
 
However, even the best quality UK wheat cannot make the large fluffy loaves that people 
have come to expect without the use of additives and improvers.  Dense loaves with a close 
crumb structure are not to many people’s taste. 
 
This illustrates just a couple of issues faced by the Slow Bread Community, who hope to: 
 

• Raise awareness amongst the public about the taste and health benefits of traditional 
slow fermentation via Taste Workshops, and so help them to make informed buying 
decisions.  

• Record and promote via our Ark of Taste those skilled bakers who continue to produce 
our wonderful rich heritage of regional sweet breads and buns. 

• Organise our own awards to recognise bread of outstanding quality. 
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• In association with CAMRA increase the use of Slow Bread in pubs where Real Ale is 
also served. 

• Work with Sustain’s Real Bread Campaign to raise the general quality of bread 
including lobbying for clearer labelling of “improvers”. 

In order to achieve these goals and become a community in the fullest sense of the word, this 
Terra Madre community, composed mainly of producers, needs to become fully integrated 
with those who support them by promoting their philosophy and buying their products, i.e. 
our convivia! 
 
I am happy to say that even before the 2008 gathering in Turin this is already well underway.  
Members have assisted by conducting nearly 400 surveys of bread buying habits, the results 
of which have helped the community decide on the focus of their project.  These are some of 
our findings: 
 

• 17.5% of those surveyed ate less than 5 slices of bread per week.  Although the 
Bakers Federation proudly boasts that bread is purchased by 99% of households, our 
findings indicate that for about one in six people it is no longer a significant part of 
their diet.  Intolerances were not however the major reason for this, only 4% of those 
surveyed reported any degree of intolerance and many of those still ate bread 
(although perhaps not wheat).  Weight was mentioned by a few (mainly women) but 
not by a significant proportion.  It is interesting to observe that Britain and Ireland 
have the lowest consumption of bread per capita in Europe and also the lowest prices.  
Others have already observed this link and drawn the conclusion that we just don’t 
really like our bread that much. 

• Sliced Bread is twice as popular as un-sliced.  This feature became quite evident 
from our very first survey when it was noted that several people mentioned this as a 
reason for not using Craft Bakers¹.  Supermarkets were the main source of bread, 
accounting for 46.5% of the responses.  Supermarket bread was sub-divided into 
sliced and un-sliced bread, of which sliced was exactly twice as popular as un-sliced 
(31% of the total compared to 15.5%). 

• Slow Food Members make more bread by hand.  Of the responses we received that 
were clearly from Slow Food members, 29% said they made their own bread, by hand.  
A further 11% used a Breadmaking machine.  Amongst the general public the 
percentage making bread at home by hand was 13%, with almost the same (13.5%) 
using a breadmaker.  Clearly our members appreciate the superior quality of hand 
made bread. 

• 30% of people have no idea where to find their nearest Craft Baker.  Those living 
within walking distance of a traditional baker may not realise just how lucky they are 
and how much of the country is now without one!  The survey we conducted seems to 
indicate that 10 miles is about the maximum area that a craft baker could hope to 
attract people from within.  Of course bread should be something we buy fresh daily, 
but for much of the country, even where they are not travelling such distances, they 
may only get the opportunity to buy once a week at a farmers market.  Only 19% have 
a craft baker within a mile and of these many may have incorrectly identified the 
baker as “craft”. 

 
Note¹: A “craft bakery” was defined, for the purposes of this survey, as one where the bread is made (not just 
baked) on the premises and whose range includes overnight risen/sourdough or other slowly fermented breads.  
It cannot however be assumed that all respondents correctly identified these. 
 
In addition to helping conduct this survey, some convivia have already begun making 
connections with local bakers and millers to organise events together.  In order to bring these 
under the Slow Bread umbrella, a number of things are in the pipeline to help you including: 
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• A new Slow Food UK Website that will enable us to show who, how and where Slow 

Bread is working 
• Leaflets to inform the public about the Slow Bread project are currently being printed 
• We have commissioned a painting that will be used throughout our promotional 

material.  The painting (worth in excess of £1500) is the first prize in a raffle that 
includes a bread-making course, books and a hamper of Spelt produce amongst the 
other prizes.  Proceeds will help fund the project and promotional material and we ask 
all convivia to support this. 

• A poster of the painting, together with a template for you to use in advertising your 
own events are both now available. 

• Two training days are available for Slow Food volunteers who would like to learn 
more about the principles of Slow Bread in order to promote the project at our stand at 
the BBC Good Food Shows. 
The day will include making bread using a wild yeast starter and baking it in a wood-
fired oven.  This is being held in Somerset (near Bath) and the available dates are 
Tuesday 4th and Thursday 13th November.  Participants will be required to volunteer 
for at least one day at one of the shows. 

• Further merchandise, such as Postcards of the bread painting, can be ordered at cost 
for the convivia to sell on to the public.  If you are interested in ordering these, please 
let us know by 31st October so that we assess demand and obtain a quote for printing. 

• A Recipe Booklet will be compiled containing traditional, slowly fermented, bread 
recipes for use in courses, especially those run as part of our support for publicans. 

 
 
Leaflets and Raffle Tickets will be forwarded to you automatically within the next 2 
weeks. 
 
Please contact project co-ordinator Suzanne Wynn slowfoodsomerset@aol.com) 
regarding other support and with details of anyone who is interested in joining the Slow 
Bread community in their activities. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


