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Bread Is the Whole (Grain) Story
Columbia Union College's Philosophy of Baking

By Jeanne Schinto

February 12, 1984 at 12:00 a.m. EST

THE BAKERY is small -- only two rooms, one for the breadmaking, one
for the slicing and wrapping--just the kind of place Lucille Ball used to
make such a mess of. The bread is made without preservatives, out of
whole grains--oatmeal, bran, sprouted wheat. And a philosophy--not
just physiology--lies behind it.

Michael Farmer, 26, leans against the steaming proof box, where 300
loaves are rising. He wears a white T-shirt, flour-caked sneakers, paper
apron and hat. And in the earnest, knowing tones of one who has seen
another side of life--one that most of us don't see--he says, "If you clog
up your body, that'll clog up your mind. The stomach and mind are so
close together. What you do to one is bound to affect the other."

He is the head baker at the Columbia Union College bakery, owned and
operated, like the college itself, by the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
Located in Takoma Park, which is the church's world headquarters
("Our Vatican," says one church member), the bakery produces about
8,500 loaves of bread and 1,000 rolls a week.

The distinctively tubular loaves of bread are not only served in the
college cafeteria. They can be found on the shelves of Giant Food stores
as well. The bakery also makes a special whole-wheat roll for Houston's,
a Georgetown restaurant..

The college does not advertise the business, and it claims that a profit is
not its main goal, although Jenny Sharp, the college's food service
director, says the church "wouldn't be too happy to operate the bakery at
a loss." It does enjoy nonprofit status, however, so the question of a tally
sheet is a sticky one. It would much rather emphasize the other, less
tangible products that the bakery delivers.

"Good PR for the school," says Sharp. Indeed, it is only by seeing the
bread at Giant stories that some people have heard of the school at all.
The business also provides a work-study program for students.

One might observe that it gives a sure and steady direction to Farmer, a
high school drop-out, who says he had served multiple jail terms
stemming from drug charges before converting to Adventism in the
spring of 1979, and beginning a new way of life.

You travel a long spiritual distance to get from Houston's on Wisconsin
Avenue to this college of 800 students on 19 acres in Montgomery
County, a site chosen by one of the church founders, Ellen G. White, and
a place where alcohol and tobacco in any form are prohibited. Nor are
soda, coffee, tea or meat served in the cafeteria. "There's a pop machine"
in the cafeteria building, says Helen Whitehead, assistant director of
admissions and college relations, but no caffeine drinks are sold in it.

The college has undergone several changes of name and focus since it
was founded in 1904, and until the late '60s, the bakery served students
only. Then Mac's, a nearby corner store, started requesting the bread.
This coincided with the national growing interest in "health" food, so
long a part of Adventist life. About 10 years ago, as a part of the same
trend, Giant began asking for the bread. Now the bakery delivers 3,600
"units" a week, or nearly 40 percent of its output, to the Giant
warehouse in Lanham.

Religions have long used bread as a symbol. Catholics celebrate
Communion with a wafer or unleavened bread. For Jews, matzo
symbolizes their release from slavery in Egypt. The Greeks built a
temple to Demeter, the grain goddess; in Rome, she was called Ceres,
and worshiped on a day in April called Cerealia.

The Adventists do not use bread ceremoniously. Their emphasis on
vegetarianism, "total health" and disciplining their senses, likewise, is
"not a rite," says Whitehead. "It's not fanatical. It's a personal decision
each Adventist makes for himself. To live in the most healthy way we
can . . . We believe it makes our spiritual life better when our bodies are
healthy."

Accordingly, they do make grains an important part of their daily diet.

"Most of your Adventist colleges bake," says Sharp, a registered
dietician. There are 11 Adventist colleges in the United States. The
Adventists also run two graduate schools--at Loma Linda University in
California and Andrews University in Michigan. "But the one here is the
most extensive bakery."

Sharp is the daughter of Adventists "who did not have white bread in the
house." The baking area is a few steps from her office. There is a new,
raspberry-colored carpet on the floor. Footprints of flour dust mark the
way.

A many-tiered cart of upright baking tubes sits just outside the slicing
room. Each loaf has a golden, domelike top. The fragrant, fresh loaves
are still cooling.

The reason the loaves are round is a practical one. The college first used
juice cans for its baking, Sharp explains, "because they couldn't afford
regular pans." But a health inspector halted the practice, "because juice
cans are a one-time-use-only item." So they bought long lengths of four-
inch-wide aluminum electrical conduit--hollow tubing--had it cut into
8-inch-tall, loaf-sized segments, had the edges smoothed and the insides
glazed.

A smart tap on the side of a counter loosens a loaf in its container. Kathy
Freeman, 28, from the island of St. Croix in the U.S. Virgin Islands, does
just that to line up the loaves for slicing. She is the slicing-room
supervisor, in her last year at the college. A psychology major, she has
been working in the bakery all four college years. "It pays my tuition,"
says Freeman. Sharp notes that every year four to six students put
themselves through school by working part-time at the bakery.

In the next room, Farmer oversees two full-time, nonstudent assistants,
Ricky Rumsey, 21, and Mark Link, 20.

Rumsey and Link use their hands to help the dough hook knead fruit in
a 350-foot-capacity, tub-sized electric mixer into Raisinfruit bread. By
hand, too--up to their elbows, in fact--they heap the rubbery, raisin-
speckled mounds of dough into the divider, which cuts it into one-pound
parcels.

Farmer, Rumsey and Lind travel a circular route around the room: from
mixing, to dividing, to rounding, to proofing (rising), rounding again,
proofing again and finally baking the loaves. Through a glass window,
one can see revolving trays of bread, with the gas flames flickering on
the wall behind them. Capacity: 300 loaves an hour.
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A simple kitchen timer is used to keep track of everything, with dough in
every stage at all times, and the young men juggling tubes, trays,
machines.

"That dough hook goes around and around, and doesn't stop for
anybody," says Farmer, citing how hazardous the job could be for an
unwatchful, lackadaisical worker.

Farmer's life, by contrast, has been going of late in one sure, steady
upward spiral.

He awakens at 2:30 in the morning in Martinsburg, W. Va., to get ready
to drive an hour and 45 minutes to be at the bakery by 5. He lives so far
away, "because I love the country." He's thinking of moving closer in,
but no closer than Frederick, Md.

He will have worked at the college bakery for two years in March. He
started out at the Highland View Bakery in Hagerstown in September
1979, fresh from a jail term. He had become an Adventist that April, at
age 20, after five years of drugs, alcohol and trouble in southern
Virginia.

The turning point was the arrest after which he had to post bond--
$15,000 in cash or $30,000 collateral. The collateral turned out to be
his mother's house, a home she had finally paid for, worth exactly
$30,000. "She was a poor woman, and that was all she had," he says.
But she let him use it. This hit him as hard as perhaps anything could
have. His mother was an Adventist, and led him to the religion after
that.

Then, he got a job and followed his boss, Roger Greenley, around the
Highland View Bakery, "like a hound dog," learning everything he could.
"When I came here, I thought I knew something. But then I met Louie
Schmidt, who's been a baker since he was 12. He came from a family of
bakers, and it was him I was really apprenticed to." Schmidt has since
moved on, baking elsewhere.

Farmer is obviously proud of what he does in such a limited space,
where conditions are not always ideal. In the summer, for example, the
air is filtered, but not cooled. "And the hotter it gets, the faster you have
to work," because of the accelerated action of the yeast. In any weather,
there is always something to do, and do fast--"soak raisins, grind apples,
weigh out the dates"--while, through flour-dusted glasses, he must
watch over several other operations, including the work of his assistants.

After Farmer drives home in the late afternoon, he still finds the time,
energy and enthusiasm for home baking. He bakes bread at home "all
the time." He says, "I've got a little electric mixer I like to fool around
with." He usually bakes "whole-wheat for the family." He bakes as many
as six loaves at a time.

To other home bakers, Farmer recommends cutting back in summer on
the yeast called for in a recipe, for a slower, better rise. Try
experimenting with using a third to half less as the temperature rises.

A home baker also might like to try baking in juice cans--try the 46-
fluid-ounce size. There are advantages other than the low cost. More
loaves can be baked at once in the upright position. "And what do you do
if the loaves are overproofed on the last rising?" he asks rhetorically. (If
uncorrected, this produces a hollow or collapsed loaf.) Traditonally, the
home baker would take the dough out of the pan, reknead, reproof and
then bake. Farmer has found that a twist of an eighth or a quarter of a
turn of the hollow baking tube against the tray it's on deflates the
overrisen loaf just enough to make the rekneading unnecessary.

While it is rising, keep your dough free from drafts, Farmer advises. The
proof box at the bakery--draft-free and kept at an optimal temperature
(90 degrees) and humidity (between 75% and 85%)--gives the college's
bread a longer shelf life, he says. Keep your rising loaves in the oven
with the door closed, and put a pot of boiled water underneath it.

He suggests that home bakers not add more flour to sticky dough, but
work with it as is. "Try not to exceed the number of cups of flour called
for in the recipe," he says. "Just try to keep kneading, and eventually the
flour will absorb the moisture. If you add more flour, you'll get a
crumbly loaf. All those crumbs that fall out when you cut it will be the
unkneaded, extra flour you added."

To demonstrate, Farmer takes a few scoopfuls of gluten flour from a bin
under a counter, and mixes it with water in a small plastic pail. "This is
what bread is," he says, stirring. "You're making a bubblegum
consistency," he says, beginning to knead it on the counter. "The more
you knead, the more it's just like a rubber band."

His expert hands knead the mass of dough--he works silently, seriously,
thoroughly intent--until it is a round and glistening ball, and as smooth
as a balloon. He shows his palms to a visitor. They are absolutely clean.
MICHAEL FARMER'S PEANUT BUTTER BREAD (Makes 2 loaves) 2
cups warm water 1/2 cup brown sugar, packed 2 tablespoons (2
packages) active dry yeast 4 1/2-5 1/2 cups bread flour, all-purpose
flour, or combination 2 teaspoons salt 2 tablespoons oil 1/2 cup peanut
butter

In a small bowl, mix together half the water and half the sugar with all of
the yeast. Set aside in a warm place to "proof"--to bubble and show that
it is alive.

Put 4 1/2 cups of the flour and the rest of the ingredients together in a
large bowl. When the yeast is ready, add that, too, and mix all together
very well.

Knead the dough on a floured bread board, adding as little extra flour as
possible. Knead by pummeling and pushing the dough back and forth
with the heels of your hands--10-15 minutes--until the dough is no
longer sticky, but smooth and elastic.

Put the dough in a greased glass oven-proof bowl, and turn to coat the
underside. Turn on your oven, and let heat until the temperature has
risen to about 100 degrees. Turn it off, put in the bowl, and a pot of
boiled water on the shelf below it. Let rise until doubled in bulk, about
two hours.

Punch down, knead again for a minute or two, and divide the dough in
half. Shape each half into a loaf, and put in greased 9-by-5-by-3-inch
loaf pans. Return to the oven to rise again until doubled--about an hour.

Take the loaves out of the oven, heat it to 350 degrees, and bake the
loaves 30-35 minutes.

Turn out on a wire rack to cool.

This bread is especially good toasted.
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