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Our Daily Bread: Grains of Truth, Wheat  & Chafe
Bread has had a prominent place in our diets, and in our culture, almost continuously since the first grains were sown in Mesopotamia roughly 12,000 years ago.  It has been called the staff of life.  A prayer for sustenance asks not for just any old food, but for our “daily bread.”  Legendarily, to apprise Marie Antoinette that French peasants were starving, her advisors told her the people had no bread, to which she famously responded “let them eat cake.”  

At the heyday of the low-carb diet craze several years ago, it seemed that at long last bread might lose its claim to a place of honor in our hearts, and on our tables.  But that fad has faded, as all fads do, and bread has weathered the storm.  With an emphasis on the health benefits of whole grains codified into the 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans, and the vertically striped My Pyramid food guidance icon, bread is back in a big way.
But while eating bread for the sheer doughy, crusty joy of it was a simple thing, choosing bread for health benefits is anything but.  Riding the wave of enthusiasm for whole grains, the food industry has churned out the customary array of new products, banner ads, and marketing hype.  The result is a befuddling mix of wheat and chafe in the information bread packaging provides.  Here is your crash course in gathering the available grains of truth so you can make an informed choice.
Perhaps the best guidance for finding wholesome and nutritious bread is an adaptation of the famous courtroom oath about the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth.  Here, we are on the prowl for not just grain, but whole grain, and to the extent possible, little but whole grain.

By definition, a grain is the fruit of a plant in the cereal grass family, but since those fruits resemble seeds, they are generally referred to as such.  A whole grain has three components: the bran, the endosperm, and the germ.  

The nutritional properties of food grains- which include wheat, oats, rye, barley, corn, millet, rice, buckwheat, amaranth, quinoa, sorghum, and others- vary by plant.  In general, the bran, or outer coat of the grain is rich in fiber, B vitamins, and minerals.  
The endosperm, which is the only part of the grain used in making refined flours, provides mostly carbohydrate energy, along with some protein.  The germ often provides unsaturated oils, vitamin E, more B vitamins, and other micronutrients including antioxidants.  A whole grain product is a highly nutritious food, made from all three grain components.  Products made from refined grains are often delivery vehicles for fairly empty calories.
On a bread package, the devil is in the details.  Wheat bread is not necessarily “whole” wheat bread.  And for that matter, 5-grain, 7-grain, multi-grain, and 12-grain breads may, or may not, contain a large proportion of whole grain.  It is legal, if not altogether honest, to label a bread “multi-grain” even though it is made from multiple refined grains.  Nutritionally, it’s white bread in a very fancy package. 

You can’t rely on color either.  Brown breads are often made from refined four, made dark by the addition of molasses.  
Fortunately, just a few vital clues lead to the truth, and the good choices, on the bread aisle.  Look for the word “whole” in the name, and on the ingredient list.  If it doesn’t say whole grain, it usually isn’t.  
Make sure a whole grain is the first ingredient, or at least one of the first few.  Ingredients are listed in order of abundance, and whole grain toward the end of a long list means there may be enough whole grain to support a banner ad on the front of the package, but not enough to do you much good.

On the nutrition facts panel, look at the fiber content.  Most whole grains are concentrated fiber sources (rice is something of an exception).  If a grain product does not provide at least 2 to 3 grams of fiber per 100 calories, it is apt to be a whole-grain impostor.

Lastly, aim for little but the grain.  In other words, choose simple, wholesome breads with short ingredient lists.  A bread can be made from just flour, water, and yeast.  A bit of salt is a reasonable addition.   So is a small amount of unsaturated vegetable oil, such as canola oil- although this is not necessary.  Emulsifiers and texturizers, such as mono- and di-glycerides, are common in commercial breads. Most additions beyond this should be increasingly suspect.  In particular, try to avoid high fructose corn syrup and partially hydrogenated oil. 
While a lot of the bread aisle innovation is only package-deep, there are new products of genuine interest.  More and more of the major bread producers have wholesome, whole-grain offerings.  I have recently tried whole-grain and multi-grain breads made by Sara Lee, for example, and was very pleased with both the nutrition, and the taste.

Perhaps the most important innovation is for those who want the health benefit of whole grain, but really prefer the taste of white bread.  Sara Lee has recently introduced a product called “Soft & Smooth 100% Whole Wheat Bread.”  It is made from whole wheat flour that undergoes a special milling process to give it a taste and texture very similar to white flour.  For those straddling the whole grain/refined grain fence, this bread’s for you.    
The nutritional benefits of separating wheat from chafe in the bread aisle are considerable.  Sow the knowledge you now have, and reap the rewards of better choices.
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