Sourdough, in plain words.

The 19 terms every new baker meets in the first month — from Apron Maven.
apronmaven.com

Starter

Living culture of flour + water. - Ingredients

A jar of fermented flour and water hosting wild yeast and lactic bacteria. Fed daily (or
refreshed from the fridge), it's the engine behind every naturally leavened loaf.

Levain
An off-shoot built from your starter for a specific bake. - Ingredients

You take a spoonful of ripe starter, feed it with fresh flour and water in a set ratio (say
1:5:5), and let it peak. That peaked mixture — the levain — is what actually goes into the
dough.

Autolyse

Rest flour and water together before anything else. - Process

Mix just flour and water, cover, and walk away for 30-60 minutes. The flour hydrates,
gluten begins forming on its own, and the eventual dough is more extensible with less
kneading.

Hydration

Water as a percentage of flour. - Ingredients

500 g flour + 375 g water = 75% hydration. Higher hydration means an opener crumb
and stickier handling; lower hydration is tighter and more forgiving. Start around 70-75%
and adjust from there.

Bulk ferment
The first, long rise — where flavor is built. - Process

After mixing, the dough ferments as a single mass for several hours at room
temperature. You're watching for a 50-75% increase in volume, a domed surface, and
bubbles along the sides of the container.

Stretch and fold

Gentle strength-building instead of kneading. - Technique

During bulk, wet your hand, lift one side of the dough up and over the center. Rotate the
bowl a quarter turn and repeat — north, east, south, west. A set every 30 minutes, three
or four sets total.
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Lamination
One big stretch to distribute mix-ins evenly. - Technique

Once the dough is extensible, stretch it out on a wet counter into a thin sheet, scatter
olives, herbs, or seeds, then fold it back into a package. One clean pass beats stirring
inclusions through.

Preshape
A loose round to organize the dough. - Technique

Turn the bulked dough onto the counter, gently tuck it into a ball, and let it rest
uncovered for 20-30 minutes. This lines up the gluten so the final shape holds cleanly.

Shape

Building surface tension for oven spring. - Technique

Fold the preshaped dough into a tight boule or batard. A taut skin traps gas and lets the
loaf rise upward in the oven rather than spreading sideways.

Banneton
The proofing basket that shapes the crust. - Technique

A cane or wood-pulp basket, usually dusted with rice flour, that cradles the shaped
dough during its final rise. It leaves the characteristic ringed pattern on the crust.

Proof (final proof)
The second rise, on the dough's final shape. - Process

After shaping, the dough proofs in its banneton — either 1-2 hours on the counter or
overnight in the fridge (a cold retard). The poke test is your guide: an indent that springs
back slowly means it's ready.

Cold retard

An overnight nap in the fridge. - Process

Slowing the final proof at 4°C for 8-16 hours deepens flavor, firms the dough for cleaner
scoring, and lets you bake first thing in the morning instead of at midnight.

Score
The cut that tells the loaf where to open. - Technique

A single confident slash with a razor (a lame) on cold dough, held at a shallow angle. It
directs the oven spring and gives you that dramatic ear along the crust.
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Oven spring
The final burst of rise in the first 10 minutes. - Process

Trapped gases expand and the yeast makes one last push before the crust sets. Steam
in the oven — from a covered Dutch oven or a tray of boiling water — keeps the crust
soft long enough for this to happen.

Steam
Moist heat that lets the loaf rise before the crust hardens. - Process

In the first 15-20 minutes of baking, steam keeps the dough's surface flexible so the loaf
can spring to its full height. After that, a dry oven builds the crust. The easiest home
method is a covered Dutch oven: the dough's own moisture creates the steam.
Alternatives include a preheated pan of boiling water, ice cubes on a hot tray, or a
sprayed oven wall — never open the door once the loaf is inside.

Gummy crumb
Dense, sticky slices that gum up on the knife. - Troubleshooting

Usually under-fermented dough or a loaf sliced while still warm. Push bulk a little further
next time, and let the loaf cool completely (at least two hours) before cutting.

Flat loaf

A wide, low bake with no oven spring. - Troubleshooting

Over-proofed dough or slack shaping. Cut 30-60 minutes off the final proof, shape a little
tighter, and make sure your starter is doubling reliably before you build the levain.

Crumb
The inside of the loaf. - Troubleshooting

The pattern of holes when you slice it open. Open, irregular crumb suggests high
hydration and gentle handling; tight, even crumb suits sandwich loaves and beginner
bakes.

Discard
The portion of starter you remove before feeding. - Ingredients

Keeps your starter's ratio healthy and its jar manageable. Save discard in the fridge and
bake it into crackers, pancakes, or focaccia — never bin it.
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