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‘One reason to bake bread is to fill your kitchen with that aroma. Even if the bread turns out badly, the smell of it baking never fails to improve an hour or a mood. People trying to sell their homes are often advised to bake a loaf of bread before showing it. The underlying idea here is that freshly baked bread is the ultimate olfactory synecdoche for hominess. Which, when you think about it, is odd, since how many of us grew up in homes where bread was ever baked? Yet somehow that sense memory and its association with a happy domesticity endure.’


– Michael Pollan, Cooked
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Introduction


My earliest memory of homemade bread is of Radha Kaku, my great-grand-aunt baking small, dense, chewy loaves in Amul processed-cheese tins, with their edges carefully filed and smoothened out. She would use everyday chapatti atta and commercial fresh yeast that she coaxed a local baker into selling her. The loaves were a far cry from the light, golden, perfectly square ones that we children drooled over as soon as they were unveiled by peeling back the branded, industrial wax-paper wrappers they came in.


In fact, as a child, I much preferred the white sliced bread that was so soft, it would feel almost insubstantial compared to the dense, moreish loaves baked at home. My brother and I just loved gorging ourselves on white sliced bread in every fathomable form. When it was fresh, we would slather our slices with Amul butter (once in a while, Amma – my mother – would sneak in home-churned white butter in the interest of our health, but we all know what goes best with bread, don’t we, especially when we’re between five and fifteen?) and the deliciously gooey jams from the Women’s India Trust (WIT) that Amma would lovingly splurge on for her kids. My maternal grandmother and great-grand-aunt would make the most mouth-watering gooseberry and tomato jams, guava jellies and murabbas – traditional fruit preserves infused with sweet spices – that we greedily heaped on the nearly weightless slices. When we ran out of fancy jams, we made do with the commercial ‘wannabe’ jams, as my brother calls them. If not jams, then chutney pudi, (the family’s favourite dry chutney made from roasted Bengal gram, dried chilies) is what we reached out for all through our childhood years. Even today, it continues to be in demand among us with its mildly spiced, curry-leaf accents punctuating every bite of salty buttered bread. Another old favourite we’re still addicted to was a scant pinch of Bhaskar Lavan Churna (an ayurvedic carminative that we treat like a spice mix, much like chaat masala) sprinkled on sliced and liberally buttered white bread, not because we could do with a release of a certain kind, but because the pairing is so shockingly playful on the palate that it deserves to be something of a legend.


Whatever the nature of the toppings, commercial bread didn’t, necessarily, have to be fresh to sustain its appeal for us as children. As the loaf that had been purchased dried out in the fridge over the next few days, we would eat it, bit by bit, crisply toasted or soft-toasted (that is, first lavishly buttered and then roasted on a hot tava or griddle), richly piled with baked beans, sprinkled with something or the other for that extra zing, or alongside leftover bhaaji, ragda or similar legume. Like any good, middle-class family, we did full justice to the loaf at every stage of its shelf-life and seldom wasted a morsel.


On weekends and holidays, when we visited my grandparents in fancy South Mumbai, we would experience the added thrill of tasting ‘bakery bread’. This was long before the boulangeries came along; fancy breads were then available for a princely sum at five-star hotels. What ruled the city in those days, however, was the Irani or Muslim bakery.


Every other morning, a tall, bearded, tired-looking, lungi-clad man, a look-alike, or so it seemed to me, of Balraj Sahni as the Pathan in the film, Kabuliwala, would arrive at my grandmother’s South Mumbai apartment, effortlessly balancing a huge aluminium trunk – so stuffed with goodies that it could never be shut properly – on his turbaned head. In one hand, the man carried a large jute bag, lined with paper; with the other, he would ring the doorbell.


Racing to the door from our I-don’t-want-to-brush hideouts, we would stand and watch. Pray, rather. Pray that whoever answered the door would greet him with a nod of assent and open the outer door in welcome. And then, out of the man’s jute bag would come temptingly soft, naked, unsliced loaves, teasing us with their golden glory, luring us with the sweet, warm smell of yeast. He would pull out a sparse wooden slicing board – its centre having become concave from decades of use – laid sideways in the bag and place it on the floor. Then he would take out a full or half loaf, depending on our requirement for the day, and rest it on the board. Next, a long, thin blade, that functioned like a knife, appeared, as if out of nowhere. Using quick, precise movements, the man would expertly section the loaf into thick slices that gently keeled over sideways in surrender. The slices were then held together, wrapped in newspaper and kept aside, while we made our other choices – pao or kadak pao (brun) to dunk in our milk, khaari – those ubiquitous rectangles of puff pastry for the adults to dunk in their coffee – and delicious triangular sugar khaari for the kids to make milk palatable. Suddenly, the day would begin to look promising and the morning’s purchase became the focal point of all activities planned for the next several hours.


This tradition of home-delivered bread from a bakery is dying not just in Mumbai, but all over the country. Even Goa, with its talented local bakeries that make fresh pao twice a day, is losing out, slowly but surely, to white commercial bread and supermarket competition. This is a trend I can’t help but regard with dismay as I recall those days when fresh, unadulterated bread was an indispensable part of our lives. As far as we were concerned, fresh home-delivered bread wasn’t just food; it was the source of excitement, of breathless anticipation, of desire kindled and satiated over and over again – the very essence of our childhood, with all its promises just waiting to be fulfilled.


With my love for bread so firmly established in my formative years, it was no surprise that I decided to enroll in a junior college that allowed me to choose Bakery and Confectionery as optional subjects in my Arts programme. All through the first year, we studied bread. I would look forward to the practicals classes, never ceasing to be amazed at how the net of air pockets developed in the dough. The kitchen laboratory relaxed every muscle in my body with its nutty, lactose sweetness – the aromas of freshly baked bread. And then there was Mr Nimboowala, our geriatric Parsi teacher, infamous for his perpetually foul mood. But there was more to him than his ill temper. Ahead of his times, he had charted out a compelling syllabus that included the usual suspects as well as subjects such as ‘hydration percentages’ and ‘natural yeasts’ – hitherto unexplored in the academic scenario of bread at Indian culinary institutes.


By the time I graduated from an otherwise mediocre college, I was fascinated by and eager to explore the mysteries of bread and its creation. But like many girls of my generation, I would eventually move on to further studies in a subject far removed from my new passion. Baking bread remained a weekend indulgence.


It was more than a decade later, when I was married and trying to please my husband with fancy cooking, that I rediscovered my love for breads, dug out the dusty old journal and started reworking my technique. I acquired books, watched videos, read blogs, bought bread wherever I could, dissected every purchase and learned from every single bite I took. Before I knew it, I was teaching bread-making to home bakers. And that continues to be for me the singular, most enjoyable thing to teach.


It amuses me to see students jump with joy, when dough rises to acquire double its size or when they slice a cooled loaf to examine the ‘holes’ in them. I know instinctively that I am doing the right thing when I slap a jowar bhakri on a hot iron tava, moisten it with my bare hands and watch my daughter clap in glee as the bhakri puffs up on a naked flame and then devour it, slathered with home-made white butter. There is a power in bread-making that is difficult to pin down, a release that is hard to explain.


This primary source of carbohydrate in many parts of the world is no stranger to our country. For centuries, women across India have made their own leavened or unleavened breads, day in and day out. Even today, an average middle-class woman’s day begins with kneading dough and ends with rolling out chapattis. And yet, when it comes to yeasted breads, we tend to back off. Recipe books and popular food blogs on the subject mention bread flours we have never heard of and yeast is still not easily available at the grocer’s around the corner. Even if all else works, complex recipes using scientific terminology intimidate a novice baker into pushing the pack of yeast into the furthest recesses of the kitchen cabinet. But yeast or no yeast, we shall overcome, for making bread is in our DNA and as Indians, we instinctively understand flour strengths and kneading techniques.


Baking, in general, has taken the country by storm and it makes me happy to see that there is a marked interest in bread-making at home. My students come to class expecting to learn a very complicated science, but soon learn that it is a very fulfilling, relaxing craft. The trick is in understanding how to tackle the yeast beast in the Indian kitchen. My aim in this book is to try and demystify yeast and fancy terms such as ‘bread flour’ so that bread-making can be brought into the everyday Indian kitchen.
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1


OH BREAD, THY MANY WONDERS
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I. How Bread Happened


The first accident


For all its artisan glory, bread didn’t come into being as an artistic creation that had grown from a seed of inspiration and was then lovingly incubated and brought to term. No baker slaved over a complex innovation or spent hours holed up in a chemistry lab-like kitchen with the intention of inventing a dish that would take the world by storm. Bread was born by accident.


Our prehistoric relatives discovered grain quite late; agriculture first appeared in the Neolithic age more than 10,000 years ago. They first ate it after a laborious and lengthy process of cooking it whole over a fire (like bhutta, perhaps?) and consumed it later as gruel. All the ancient ways of eating wheat, barley and other indigenous grains – tedious, tasteless and unappetizing – did little to tap the true potential of the substance itself. Cooking the grain to a porridge, along with water, made it somewhat more palatable, but what truly transformed the way human beings ate and derived their primary source of carbohydrate was the accident of grinding grain, mixing it into a paste with water and then cooking it over a heated surface. The process resulted in the first unleavened flatbreads – forms of which we now enjoy every day, especially in India and in parts of the Middle East.


The earliest leavened or yeasted bread is said to have been found in ancient Egypt, where the first sourdough made an appearance. A paste made of ground flour and water, probably intended to be cooked later, was kept aside and ignored for a few days. We must thank our stars that the cook was adventurous and decided to play around with this smelly substance or we would never have had bread the way we do now! The wondrous transformation that a lump of smelly goop went through in terms of appearance and flavour when introduced to uncontrolled, direct heat had immediate appeal; and the method fortunately survived, only to be experimented with and improved on over the years. Bread, thus made, produced greater volume and had a longer shelf life than the porridge that was commonly eaten and it is easy to see why humankind was instantly sold on this new product. It seems astounding, however, that the evolution of agriculture and the farming of a humble grain of wheat played so vital a role in modernized societal organization, laying the foundations of trade and social strata.




For Egyptians and Greeks, it was clear that order in the streets was easier to maintain if the food requirements of the people were met. In fact, there was actually an ancient Egyptian saying to bear this out: ‘He whose belly is empty complains loudest.’ Therefore, grain production was given the highest priority. Bread was also an important component of religious celebrations. Ramses III, for example, offered up 200,000 loaves of bread to the gods annually. The importance of bread to Greeks and Egyptians was passed on to the Romans who created guild-like organizations to ensure quality bread production and innovation. Roman rulers would say ‘Panem et Circenses!’, which means, ‘bread and circuses’, in reference to the superficial means of appeasement they provided the people to gain support. (Source: http://www.thescienceofbreadmaking.com/panem-et-circenses.html)





Ancient tools


Another crucial factor contributing to the foundation of bread-making was the equipment used. From the mortar and pestle to more sophisticated milling contraptions, tools evolved over the centuries to reduce human labour and enlist the assistance of animals and the help of elements like water and wind so that increasingly finer ground flour could be produced, introducing a greater variety in bread-making. Finer, whiter flour made from certain varieties of wheat that yielded a paler product gradually became the norm, perhaps because these breads were visually more appealing. In fact, ancient Greeks regarded barley bread made from a whiter variety of flour as a symbol of purity and the role of everyday bread was thus elevated to one with lofty religious significance.


By the time wheat and bread-making techniques arrived in Greece and Rome (around 400 BCE; that is when the first records of cultivated bread wheat are found), enclosed ovens, in addition to the use of hot griddles or stones for flatbreads, were becoming popular for baking leavened bread. As the obsession for and wonder of bread travelled to Europe through the Middle Ages and bakers began experimenting with the finer nuances of bread-making, the demand for wheat began to soar and wheat grain had to be imported from Africa and other lands to meet it.


Not until sometime later, in the 1800s, was it a common practice to get bread baked in large communal ovens set up in every village or in small home ovens constructed of stone or brick. The advent of the Industrial Revolution, however, completely transformed England’s bread-baking culture. Suddenly, the business of bread baking was taken over by the big, industrialized bakeries that, with their fancy equipment, began to meet the soaring demand for bread with ease. However, just as the Industrial Revolution revealed a downside to various aspects of everyday life, it affected the production and consumption of bread as well. Large-scale production meant a compromise on time and quality. Chemical bleaches and fillers, a health hazard, began making their way into bread to enhance their cosmetic and commercial value, prompting questions about moral and nutritional issues – questions that continue to be raised today.


Around the twentieth century, mechanical equipment that made mixing, kneading and proofing (or proving) not just an easier process, but a much faster one as well, was becoming commonplace. The practice of adding chemicals to accelerate the pace of production was also beginning to be accepted without question. Nutritional issues were consciously ignored and soft, cake-like breads became the norm. These were nothing like their heartier, traditional cousins and lacked both flavour and character, but it was clear that convenience had become the order of the day. Bread-making, sadly, is still viewed today by many as a time-consuming household task that can be avoided when an easier alternative is available – that of simply picking a pack off a supermarket rack.


The proliferation of mass-produced breads available in supermarkets has also led to the decline of small local bakeries, not just in India, but all over the world, except in France, Germany and other corners of Europe and the Middle East that have a strong tradition of fresh bread. While most of India still makes its rotis and chapattis fresh everyday – if not for every meal – there is a marked disinterest in and even disdain for this kitchen activity in urban and semi-urban areas, where sales of frozen parathas and store-bought rotis are noticeably on the rise. But there is hope yet, for bucking the regrettable trend of sacrificing the importance of nutrition and flavour to the demands of convenience is an encouraging revival of bread as we once knew it.


The return of the real breads


It began in the late twentieth century, as with increased exposure to both gastronomy and the benefits of nutrition, the Western world began making a small yet conscious effort to rediscover traditional forms of domestic bread-making and the advantages of using whole grains and natural yeasts. Innovative bread-making aids like smaller stand mixers for domestic use and push-button bread machines made their way into homes. And while commercial bakeries continue to thrive in India, as they do around the world, a healthy curiosity about yeast and bread is on the rise and bread-making workshops and cooking classes are generating great interest in urban areas.


II. The Many Forms of Bread


Breads can be broadly classified under two heads – leavened and unleavened – on the basis of whether or not they contain a raising agent in some form or another.


Leavened bread


A leaven or levain, as it is known in French, is a raising agent. It could include yeast, soda or other additions to dough and batters that produce gases of some sort, usually carbon dioxide, and other by-products like acids. The production of these gases results in an increase in volume as the air bubbles settle between layers of gluten strands and make the baked product light and porous.


Natural yeasts like those found in a sourdough starter or idli/ dosa batter, commercial baker’s yeast, beer, baking powder or soda and buttermilk are commonly used leavening agents in bread. Each of them contains elements that make unique contributions to the bread in terms of structure, flavour and appearance. A warm environment and adequate kneading also enhance the effects of the leavening agent and help produce a good loaf of bread. Although it may seem intimidating at first, handling leavening agents in bread-making becomes quite easy, almost second nature, as you begin to understand how they work in combination with other ingredients like the flour and water particular to your region, as well as the element that exercises the greatest impact of all – climate.
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Unleavened bread


This is, quite simply, bread without raising agents like those just mentioned added to them. In India, it is our most commonly made bread type. So is it all over the world, where flatbreads are the more usual forms of unleavened breads, because their thinness allows easy and thorough cooking. Indian women are especially blessed, because making unleavened breads is integral to our culinary tradition and, thanks to chapatti making and the use of flours other than wheat over generations, we have developed a near intrinsic understanding of kneading and hydration levels. This helps us adapt more easily to the demands of leavened baking.


III. The Indian Bread Basket


Both leavened and unleavened breads – some indigenous, others introduced through the influence of historical rulers – feature in Indian cuisine.


In his A Historical Dictionary of Indian Food, K.T. Achaya mentions a fascinating fact: cave paintings depict the act of dough being shaped and ancient, tava-like cooking utensils made of clay and metal have been discovered at Harappan sites dating back about 2000 years. Isn’t it fascinating that the everyday phulka or chapatti we eat in India today goes back so many hundreds of years?


Roti is the generic name by which Indian breads are identified across the country as well as around the world. The forms in which it is available vary slightly, with most being made of wheat flour and some prepared from indigenous millets and gluten-free flours. The methods of cooking them also differ marginally. Some breads are stuffed, others roasted on a tava and a few baked in a tandoor or puffed directly on coal embers. The roti acquires a new format and a different name with every couple of hundred kilometres that you travel through the country. In essence, however, it remains the same. In fact, the roti in its various avatars would be a wonderful subject of research, were the task not likely to take much longer than this book’s deadline would allow!


Poli, roti, chapatti – broadly the same dough and cooking technique, but it acquires a new name every time it enters another region in the country. A Maharashtrian ghadichi poli and a North Indian ajwain paratha are made in the same way – rolled out, brushed with oil, folded twice into a triangle and rolled out again. A lachcha paratha from up north and a Kerala porotta from way down south are two sides of the same coin – one, a darker, whole-wheat version, and the other, an indulgent, plain flour one. In so many ways, it is bread that helps us connect with a culture that is miles apart from our own.




In his authoritative work, The Illustrated Foods of India, K.T. Achaya records, ‘Indigenous [Indian] bread implies products like the roti, chapathi, parata, naan, tandoori, and so on. Western-style loaf bread, raised using yeast, was baked in the home almost all through the colonial period, and it was only around the 1920s that bread was made commercially; this was by hand, and in very unhygienic surroundings. In 1937, The Bengal Presidency counted 470 very small bakeries, while the United Provinces had 134 bakeries, “mostly of the tea shop variety”, in twenty large towns. In 1937, machine-made bread loaves were noted in “one or two concerns in Calcutta and Bombay”; large hygienic bakeries were set up only after Independence.’





Common unleavened breads in India


Roti or chapatti


The everyday staple in most parts of the country, the roti, rotla, chapatti or poli is made from a soft, whole-wheat dough that may or may not contain salt and oil and is roasted on both sides on a tava. Tandoori rotis are slightly thicker than the everyday roti or chapatti and cooked in a clay oven at very high heat. They are mostly commercially made.


Phulka


A thin version of the chapatti, the phulka is often puffed directly on a naked flame or by pressing it lightly with a kitchen towel on the tava.


Paratha


A North Indian, mostly Punjabi, bread, the paratha is made by roasting on a tava with a (quite indulgent) dose of oil, ghee or butter. It is also made stuffed with savoury vegetarian fillings such as mashed potatoes, cauliflower and paneer, to name a few.


Lachcha or Kerala paratha


A paratha without stuffing, the lachcha has multiple layers, achieved by brushing liberal amounts of fat that help the layers separate as the paratha gets cooked on a tava. The Kerala version is usually made of plain flour, often contains egg and is served with rich, coconut-based curries.


Poli


Poli, another name for roti/chapatti, is typical to the country’s western and southern regions. A Maharashtrian Brahmin-style poli is an everyday chapatti made of fine milled wheat. It is prepared by folding the rolled dough into a triangle with a light dotting of oil before roasting it slowly on a hot tava to reveal its many layers. Puranpoli or holige, as it is known in Karnataka, is a version of the poli, stuffed with a sweet filling made of jaggery and cooked chana daal or Bengal gram and laced with cardamom and nutmeg. Obattu is another version of the poli, stuffed with a sweet coconut filling. Gulachi poli is a thin, short poli made in Maharashtra during the cold winter months and contains a filling of jaggery, sesame seeds, dried coconut and cardamom. This moreish bread is a delicacy that few cooks are able to master. Maanda or mandige is another form of stuffed sweet bread, filled with ghee and powdered sugar and stretched by hand – a bit like the roomali roti. This is then cooked on a large, upturned wok over a wood fire, until pink. It is stored in a folded form and eaten, crushed, with warm milk. This bread requires a great deal of dexterity and skill and is now a dying form. Some regions in Maharashtra also make purnaache maande, where the ghee and sugar filling is replaced with the chana daal and jaggery one. Ukdichi poli is an unusual, lesser-known variety made by first filling the glutinous wheat dough with a soft, bouncy steamed dough made of rice flour. The poli is then rolled out and roasted on a tava. Typical to the Konkan region, this is a traditional accompaniment to the seasonal aamras.


Bhakri


In most regions of Maharashtra and the south, a bhakri is an unleavened roti made of gluten-free flours like jowar, bajra, ragi and rice. In Gujarat, however, the bhakri is also made from a tightly bound wheat dough with a liberal amount of shortening that lends the bread its brittle and crisp texture.


Makke di roti


Made immensely popular by mainstream Hindi films as much as by Punjabi dhabas dotting the country’s highways, makke di roti is an unleavened bread made of local maize flour. It is a typical accompaniment to sarson da saag (mustard greens) and is always served with a liberal helping of freshly churned, unsalted butter during the cold northern winters.


Missi roti


This is a traditional Punjabi roti made of ground daals mixed with whole-wheat flour and, sometimes, onions, garlic, ginger, chillies and other spices. Commercially, this roti is often made in the tandoor. At home, though, it is quite effectively made on the tava or griddle. A tasty flatbread, eaten simply with an equally tasty pickle.


Akki roti


A unique gluten-free flatbread made entirely of rice flour, akki roti is a typical feature of Karnataka’s cuisine. Even within that state, there are at least two versions. One is like the Maharashtrian thalipeeth, where rice flour is mixed with onions or grated carrots and green chillies, and flattened directly on the tava/griddle or on a banana leaf and then roasted on the stove top. It is then eaten with pickles, chutneys or freshly churned unsalted butter. The other version is a Coorgi incarnation of the akki roti, where cooked rice is mixed with rice flour and salt to produce a soft dough. The flattened roti is then roasted on a tava and transferred to a naked flame to char its edges. This version of the roti, eaten with curries, is a popular accompaniment to the Coorgi pandi curry, a well-spiced pork curry with the unparalleled acidity of kachumpulli, a souring agent like kokum extract or vinegar that is typical of the region.


Puri


If there is any one kind of bread commonly enjoyed across the country, regardless of region, it is probably the puri. An unleavened bread made of whole-wheat flour and deep-fried, it is a ubiquitous feature in all sorts of festive spreads and is also eaten at breakfast, usually paired with a simple potato curry or, sometimes, with some sort of chickpea curry. In Bengal, an all-purpose flour version called luchi is prepared and paired with alur dom, a fragrant potato curry.


Koki


I first ate koki at a popular Sindhi eatery, before it became part of an utterly commercialized chain, and was smitten by the flavours of the red onion and dried pomegranate in the dense, slightly misshapen flatbread. I loved the imperfections in its circumference and its deeply coloured surface, speckled with the purple of the onion and the green of the coriander. The koki makes for an excellent meal on the go, because it hardly ever needs an accompaniment – at the very most, a spoonful of mango pickle!


Thepla


A thin whole-wheat chapatti, almost synonymous with Gujarat, the thepla is often infused with leafy greens such as fenugreek and laced with mild spices. It is rolled out very thin and roasted on a tava with a smear of oil to help preserve it, because it is usually carried as a meal of sorts to sustain travellers on long journeys and eaten with a piquant garlic chutney or the tangy-sweet chhundo – a sort of sun-dried raw mango relish with accents of roasted cumin seed powder.


Common leavened breads in India


Leavened breads, though less frequently made in domestic kitchens than in the commercial kitchens of restaurants and dhabas, are equally popular. Some of these require baking in large clay ovens or tandoors to bring out their characteristic flavours and textures.


Naan


Almost synonymous with what constitutes Indian bread for those living outside India, the naan, a leavened flatbread, is typically pulled into a large teardrop or triangular shape before being slapped on the inside of a tandoor. Soft and slightly chewy, with a hint of sweetness, it is a perfect carrier for rich, buttery Mughlai curries laden with subtle and sophisticated spices or thickened with nut pastes.


Kulcha


A bit like a leavened paratha, the kulcha is stuffed with similar fillings. The dough from which it is prepared, however, goes through a fermentation process, making the exterior spongier than the paratha.


Roomali roti


A thin, almost see-through flatbread, it is cooked over a large upturned wok and then folded like a roomaal or handkerchief. The making of a roomali roti involves a lot of theatrics, as the baker tosses the bread up in the air – much like a pizza in the making – to stretch it.


Fugiya


Slightly sweet, fermented deep-fried breads, typical to the small East Indian community in parts of Mumbai and Goa, these are always part of a wedding feast to go with curries typical to the community – their versions of vindaloo or sorpatel. The term ‘fugiya’ is derived from the word ‘fuga’, meaning ‘balloon’ in local parlance, perfectly describing the light and airy breads.


Poee


Somewhat similar to the Middle Eastern pita, the poee is Portuguese-inspired. This deliciously smoky bread is made fresh, several times a day, at every neighbourhood bakery in Goa. Locals enjoy it dunked in tea or with curries. There are several other shapes derived from the same dough or a slightly altered one, but different baking times and temperatures can change their crust and reveal a new bread altogether.


Laadi pao


A laadi of pao, literally meaning a ‘tile’ of pao, is a set of rectangular pull-apart soft buns. A carrier for several street foods such as pao bhaji and vada pao, on the one hand, and the carbohydrate of choice for most people, on the other, the laadi pao is possibly the most widely consumed leavened bread in India.


Brun


A larger, crustier version of the laadi pao, brun (broon) or kadak pao is baked at a slightly lower temperature for a longer duration, resulting in a crunchy exterior. Popular at Irani cafes, the brun maska or brun with salted butter is a quintessential accompaniment to sweet, milky tea.


Sheermal


Like the naan, sheermal has Middle Eastern origins and is found in those regions of the country with a predominantly Muslim population. Sweetened mildly and brushed with saffron-infused milk, it is eaten as a breakfast bread with tea or used to mop up delicately spiced meat curries such as nihari and korma.


Bhature


Leavened with baking soda and yogurt, rolled out and then deep-fried, the bhature is a rich cousin of the puri or luchi. The fermentation makes it richer and it is enjoyed as the standard decadent accompaniment to the north India’s famed chhole or spiced chickpeas.
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