
HAVE GERMAN WILL TRAVEL Speisen 

WAS ESSEN DIE DEUTSCHEN? 

Every day more than two hundred 
.. nds of bread and more than • 200 

other baked products reach the tables 
of household in the Federal Republic 
of Germany. Whether mixed rye or 
wheat bread, whole grain bread or 
pumpernickel, or one of the countless 
other bread specialties, everyone may 
indulge his own individual taste. l t has 
become a custom in every German 
family to serve three to five kinds of 
bread, depending on the meal , so that 
everyone may have a chance to 
choose. 

A little history 
Cultivated cereal grains are know.a 

to have been used for some 8000 
years. Between 6000 and 3000 B.C. 
they spread over the entire Orient , 
Egypt, China and India. Rye made its 
firs t appearance in Central Europe 
some 100 years later. Grinding stones, 
mortars and mills were used to work 
the grains. Of course, bread as we 
knowittoday did,mt exist back then. 
The mash was patted into small, round 
flat cakes and baked on heated stones 
or places in the hot ashes . Through 
finds at excavation sites we know that 
ovens were well known around 3000 
B.C. The ceramic used seems to have 
had its origin in the Near East. The flat 
cakes had to be consumed while still 
warm for they turned hard as stone as 
soon as they cooled off. It is consid
ered certain that they were used by 
bronze age hunters around 2000 B.C. 
and later by the Vikings as travel 
provisions . They kept for a long time 
because of their low water content. It 
can be deduced from finds in various 
locations that is was in the Eastern 
Mediterrean area around 1800 B. C. 
that cereal mash first was leavened. 
This discovery has been ascribed to 
the Egyptians. Mash , after it had 
stood around for some time became 
less firm due to fermentation leading 
to the conclusion that such a dough 
ought to produce cakes that were not 
so hard. The predecessor of our pre
sent bread was born. Even back then a 
clay baking oven was a standard item 
in any Egyptian household. Grinding 
and baking techniques improved 
rapidly after this fundamental discov
ery. First the Greeks and later, around 
800 A.D., the Germanic tribesmen 
took a leaf from the Egyptian book 
and started using leavened bread. The 
Romans began to si!t their gro~~~ 

GERMANY, THE LAND OF BREADS 

grains around 50 A.D., and m 400 
A.D. there were more than 250 bak
eries in Rome. In the 12th century 
lighter breads slowly began pushing 
flat cakes from favour in North and 
Central Europe. But fine bread was 
consumed only at the royal courts. A 
persons' social standing could be 
determined by the type of bread he 
a " The harder and coarser the bread, 
the lower the class. Slaves in Egypt 
continued to eat mashed cereal while 
the pharaoh preferred fine wheat 
bread. 
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food and something for festive occa
sions in Germany, Joo. This did not 
change until after the Thirty Years 
War. For each of his royal courts, 
Charlemagne insisted on a miller who 
made good white flour. 

As early as 1500 there were reports 
on the systematic production of yeast 
in breweries. The rapidly increasing 
population made it necessary to 
secure the supply of bread by shifting 
the baking of daily bread from the 
home to the trade. 

Nothing could stop the develop
ment after that. The first large-scale 
bakery was founded in Berlin in 1944. 
A tittle later a French physicist con
structed the first really large dough 
kneading machine. And a new steam 
oven was developed in Britain. These 
were the breakthroughs that led to 
modem grain processing. With this 
the stage was set for the creation of the 
German "bread landscape," which 
produces more than ·200 kinds of 
bread. 

Bread as a 
symbol of the gods 

The people of classical antiquity 
believed that the gods invented the art 
of baking bread and taught it to man
kind. The Greeks worshipped 
Demeter, the goddess of grain and fer
tility. The Roman goddess of grain 
farming was called Ceres. Many pas
sages in the Bible mention bread as 
food. The thing that dominated peo
ple's minds back then was how to pro
cure their daily bread. Every poor 
harvest threatened their existence. 
This also explains the request in the 
Lord's Prayer asking:-Di11e..u&-this.day., 
our daily bread. 

M ilitary commanders and kings 
were honoured with gifts of bread, 
and bread sacrifices also played an 
important role in those times. Instead 

of animals the poor usedbakea goods 
in the form of animals when making 
sacrifices at the temples. There are 
charitable, pious people and saints 
who distributed bread among the poor 
and hungry in many historical annals. 
One of these benevolent people was 
Elisabeth von Thi.irin en who w .. ~.
dered through the country during the 
famine of 1266 handing out bread and· 
wine. She is regarded as the parton 
saint of bakers and the hungry. 

As sacrifice, as ormanentatjon and 
as everyday nutrition, the fonns and 
traditions of bread have been main
tained for centuries, even mtllenia , 
although their original meaning might 
have been lost to some extent over the 
centuries. 

The original shape of bread was a 
round flat cake with a slight elevation 
toward the middle. It was no larger but 
often flatter than our rolls. The cross 
cut on the top can be traced to Chris
tianity. lt served to entreat heavenly 
blessing. At the same time it was prac
tical, because it made it easy to divide 
the bread. 

Bread was used in the marriage cer
emony. When the groom handed the 
bride a loaf of bread at the altar he 
displayed his reil.dines to nourish the 
family. A bouquet of grain instead of 
flowers for the bride symbolized the 
desire for a lifetime relationship as 
close as the kernels on the stalk. The 
wonderful custom still exists today of 
handing bread and salt to newlyweds 
or new home owners saying: "May 
there never be a lack of bread and salt 
in your home. " When children are 
baptized they get a piece of bread with 
a pfennig coin baked into it. The same 
happens to somebody who just moved 
into a new apartment. Even today you 
may find braided bread on a wedding 
table, or bread woven into a crown at 
harvest festivals. And the expression 
brotzeit ( (bread time) is used instead 
of " meal'' in southern Gremany: a 
reminder of bread as a daily food. 

For more than 2000 years now the 
basic ingredients in bread have 
remained the same: ffour, water, salt 
and._y.east ourtherJ.ea1Le.n . ..But many 
secrets are harbored by those who 
understand something about baking, 
as, fortunately, many housewives do. 
The result is always different, depend
ing on how the various flours are 
blended, bow the dough is stirred and 
the sort of baking process used. And 
that is and always will be the art of a 


