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INTRODUCTION


Making bread is truly fascinating. A few very simple ingredients – flour, water and yeast – once given the correct conditions and care, work together to provide something most of us eat and enjoy every single day of our lives. Bread is something anyone can afford to make; it’s achievable with only a basic level of culinary skill and you only have to follow a few simple rules.
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The process of making the dough itself is often regarded as therapeutic – there’s nothing better for relieving a bit of tension than thumping and kneading the dough on the work surface – and adapting a recipe by adding extra ingredients and shaping the dough to fit your requirements unleashes your creative side. Filling your kitchen with the delicious smells of fresh baking heightens the senses and then, of course, the finished product tastes great. Bread is the staple food of many diets the world over and making your own means you are able to provide an enjoyable and nutritious food for your family and your guests.


This book gives anyone who is interested in making their own bread a good grounding in all the essential constituents that combine to make the perfect loaf. You’ll find a guide to the ingredients that make up the average loaf, as well as a simple explanation of their role in making up the dough. This is followed by an in-depth look at the different stages involved in breadmaking. It might look a bit daunting at first glance but it really is very straightforward once you get going. Just a few simple guidelines and you’ll be well on your way to creating your own delicious bread.


Once you’ve read through the basics, you’ll find the all-important recipe section. These pages should provide you with instructions for all the basic loaves you might want to bake, from the plain white loaf to the more luxurious enriched breads such as brioche and stöllen. There are a couple of recipes for gluten-free baking as well as yeast-free loaves, and throughout this section you’ll find hints and tips for making variations in flavour, texture and shape. The best news about breadmaking is that you don’t need any fancy equipment. You should be able to get started right away and will soon be enjoying the aroma of fresh baking and the unbeatable taste of wholesome, freshly made bread.
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A brief history
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Bread is a fundamental food throughout the world. This simple everyday staple, referred to as ‘the staff of life’, has provided vital sustenance for humans since the beginning of time. In times of hardship, individuals have often survived on bread and water alone, and in times of celebration, bread is always part of the feast.






Bread from prehistory to the 21st century


Bread has been at the centre of culinary and cultural life for humans since prehistoric times, and it has played a role in religious customs and superstitions for centuries. In Christian tradition, the ‘breaking of bread’ during Holy Communion symbolizes the body of Christ. Traditionally loaves were hung in houses on Good Friday to ward off evil spirits and a cross was cut into the top of breads as a ritual to ‘let the Devil out’. Special breads are baked for specific occasions: hot cross buns for Easter; Jewish matzo for Passover, and harvest loaves to signify fertility and abundance for the year ahead.
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The evolution of our humble loaf goes hand in hand with developments in raising crops, milling and baking. In Europe, West Asia and the Near East, suitable grains such as wheat, rye and barley, thrive. Where the climate is less suitable for these grains, other crops such as rice have become the staple of choice.


For thousands of years grains were ground into a type of flour by using a pestle and mortar-type utensil to give roughly ground grain. This process was superseded by the use of two flat stones pressing against each other to produce a finer-grained flour. Referred to as ‘saddle stones’, this method is represented in Egyptian hieroglyphs and mill stones have been excavated in many parts of the world. In prehistoric times, the simple flours produced were mixed with water and cooked in the fire or on hot stones to make hard flat breads.
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This foodstuff was a common part of the diet in late Stone-Age life in parts of the world where grain grew well, and these early breads survive today – puri, roti, chapati and tortillas are all forms of this ancient cooking method.
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The Egyptians are credited with discovering the process of leavening bread, although they probably discovered it by accident. No doubt a batch of simple dough was left out in the warmth and became contaminated with wild yeasts in the air – it is worth remembering that the brewing of beer and wine was also an important part of ancient Egyptian culinary life. This caused the dough to ferment and rise and when baked, the resulting bread was lighter in texture and tasted much better than the usual flat-baked loaves. Soon they discovered that a piece of this fermented dough could be added to another batch to give the same result. By 2000 BC, bread had become so popular in Egypt that there is evidence of a professional baking industry, producing leavened as well as the traditional flat breads. When the Israelites fled Egypt, they left behind their leavened bread and thus the origin of the Passover unleavened matzo became part of the tradition of that religious observance.
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Wheat wasn’t grown in Greece and the North Mediterranean until about 400 BC, but the people in this part of the world soon developed a refining process and prided themselves in making ‘white’ loaves fit for the gods. They also added seeds, fruit, nuts and enriched their loaves with olive oil. The spread of the Roman Empire saw the real development of breadmaking. Out went the less reliable spontaneous fermentation processes of the Egyptians; the bread industry became reliant on the use of brewers’ yeast, a technique picked up from the Gauls who added beer to their doughs, and the partnership between bakehouse and brewhouse was forged. Bread in its many shapes and forms was a central feature of culinary life in late Roman times and wheat exportation hit the big time.


There was a thriving bakery trade throughout Europe by the Middle Ages. Specialist bakers produced whole-grain traditional loaves as well as more refined and luxurious white bread. There were loaves produced to suit all levels of society: ‘hall’ bread for the property owners; hulled bread made from bran for the servants; well-cooked, crusty wholemeal loaves for eating; and trenchers – dense, thick flat breads – were used as plates during medieval feasts. Many large properties of the time had their own in-house bakery alongside their own brewery.
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Fancy breads and pastries became popular during the Renaissance, and domestic recipes began to appear in cookbooks of the time. During the 18th century, agricultural systems further evolved and one of the consequences was a more refined flour; the introduction of silk sieves made possible a more powdery form of flour. Bakers were also able to use brewers’ and distillers’ yeasts as ingredients added directly to bread mixtures rather than the traditional technique of adding a piece of fermented dough.


The Industrial Revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries brought with it many social changes in society – the increase in job opportunities in towns and cities took people away from rural areas and with their new-found sources of income they were able to spend more on food. In food production, revolutionary steel roller mills arrived in the 1870s that were able to produce white flour at speed on a large scale and gradually the old coal ovens were replaced with efficient gas ones


The 20th century saw many advances in the breadmaking process including bleaching flour to make it whiter (and seemingly more appealing), and the requirement to enrich white flour with calcium, iron and vitamins. Once rationing ended in the mid-20th century, the consumption of foods high in fats and sugars rose in popularity, and to meet demand, the bakery industry expanded and became mechanized on a large scale. Most notably, the development of the Chorleywood Bread Process (CBP) in the 1960s speeded up the whole industry by developing a factory procedure using lower-grade wheat, more yeast and more chemical ingredients in combination with rapid fermentation and high-speed mechanized dough mixing. Factories were able to produce softer, less crusty loaves, which were readily available and affordable. This mass-produced bread lasted several days and provided a cheap filler to bulk out more expensive foods such as meat, fish and dairy products. Once women went out to work, few had time to make their own loaves, so we became reliant on commercially produced bread.


However, some 50 years later, a resurgence in baking has begun. Once we became more concerned about what we were eating in relation to health, a drive to reduce fat, sugar and salt content in our everyday foods began. Consumers began to demand better flavour, texture and quality from their daily bread. Concerns about the use of pesticides in wheat production and artificial additives used during the breadmaking process prompted a return to more traditional types of flour. Advances in medical research helped more easily diagnose the condition Coeliac disease (an intolerance to wheat and gluten). Manufacturers began to change the way they produced breads and more organic, less refined and gluten-free loaves appeared on the shelves at the local bakers, corner shops and supermarkets.
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When the domestic mechanical bread machine was invented in Japan in the late 1980s, this also contributed to the way we viewed our daily loaf. Soon many homes had this appliance and we were back to baking bread in a fraction of the time it took to make it by hand.
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In recent years, artisan bakeries have sprung up and more bakers are making traditional recipes again. With the rise in popularity of farmers’ markets, farm shops and specialist delicatessens, bread has become more exotic and flavoursome. As is often the way, this sparked off an interest in the domestic setting, and home cooks have begun making their own bread from scratch. More and more of us are spending time in the kitchen resurrecting the recipes our grandparents used to make, enjoying baking and creating all sorts of delicious goodies with the wealth of wonderful ingredients we have available to us.
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Breads from around the world


A visit to any bakers’ shop, deli or in-store supermarket bakery can be a mind-boggling experience these days. There are loaves of all shapes and sizes, different textures, toppings and flavours, sweet and savoury; from plain everyday bread to the fancy and outlandish, you’ll find a loaf to suit every occasion. Sitting alongside your average white or wholemeal loaf you’ll find breads from all around the world. Some of these loaves use grains other than wheat – rye breads (page 98), for example, are popular in Germany and Scandinavia. Some use a sourdough starter instead of more conventional yeast – Italian Ciabatta (page 96) is one of the most popular types of sourdough bread we eat today.
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As well as the familiar breads we cut up and slice, there are many varieties of flat bread, some leavened with yeast such as naan and pitta (pages 108 and 106), and others that contain no yeast, which are the most like the original flat loaves. For special occasions, enriched breads make a delicious treat. French brioche (page 102) is especially rich with eggs, butter and sugar added to the dough, and the festive Italian panettone loaf (page 110), baked in a tall round tin, has the flavour of vanilla with added finely chopped fruit peel and vine fruits.


[image: illustration]


For the health-conscious or those on special diets, there are all sorts of breads with added extra fibre, nuts and seeds, and mixtures made without gluten. People with a wheat or gluten intolerance have to avoid ordinary breads, but making bread without gluten presents a challenge to the baker.


The chewy texture that wheat protein imparts to the finished loaf is difficult to achieve without wheat in the dough. Xanthan gum (a natural by-product formed by a strain of bacteria feeding on sugars) is often used with gluten-free grains to help achieve a more acceptable elastic texture. Gluten-free breads can also be made without xanthan gum or yeast by using a raising agent such as baking powder – you’ll find recipes covering both methods on pages 90 and 124. These breads have a more ‘cakey’ or scone-like texture, and have a shorter keeping quality, but they do make a good alternative to going without bread altogether.
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Not all breads rely only on oven baking. Traditional French baguettes are cooked with a source of steam in the oven to help achieve the soft, fluffy crumb and chewy, crusty exterior (page 92); before baking, Jewish bagels are first cooked in water to puff up the dough and form the soft interior, which forms the familiar golden crust (page 104). The Chinese have been making and eating steamed buns for centuries. These breads are small, round, shiny and white with a chewy texture and are made from fermented soft wheat or barley dough. Many of the flat breads, made with and without yeast, are dry-cooked in a hot pan on the stove; other breads such as the flat round Indian puri and that familiar yeasty sweet favourite, the doughnut (page 112), are deep-fried in hot oil to cook and puff them up.
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Essential ingredient
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The archetypal loaf is made from a mixture of flour, water and yeast, with a little seasoning. The type of flour you use, along with other variations in ingredients will affect the final outcome. The following pages offer a comprehensive guide to the different types of flour, yeasts and liquids you can use, as well as other ingredients that can be added to enrich, flavour and give texture to your breads.






The staff of life – wheat


Wheat flour is the most commonly used flour in breadmaking, but there are a few useful things to know about the grain itself before you go in search of breadmaking flour.


The wheat grain is made up of bran layers, germ and endosperm. The bran is the husky fibrous outer part of the grain consisting of seven layers, and the germ is the nutritious seed. Right in the centre is the endosperm, which is full of starch and protein, and makes up the bulk of berry. While there are several different proteins in the endosperm, the two most important for breadmaking are gliadin and glutenin. When these two come into contact with moisture and get stirred up in a mixture, they produce the sticky substance gluten, which gives elasticity to bread dough and helps hold up the basic structure of the loaf during cooking.
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Wheat flours, made from varieties of wheat with a high protein content of 12 percent or more, will make the best-textured bread. These high-protein flours contain more of the proteins that make gluten and are made from hard grain varieties of wheat.
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Wheat flours



While professional bakers can obtain flours made from specific types of wheat grain, most flours on sale to the domestic cook are labelled according to their specific use in the kitchen. Some are suitable for breadmaking, while others are used for cakes and biscuits. Compositions can vary considerably so read the labels on the packet to obtain as much information about the type of flour you are buying before you start your breadmaking. Here are a few general types of wheat flour explained:
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Plain white flour


A traditional multi-purpose wheat flour milled from soft wheat grains with a protein content between 7 and 10 percent. This flour is best for cake and pastry-making and soft-textured unleavened breads where a spongy, soft texture is required. You can mix this flour with flour that has a higher protein content to increase the suitability for breadmaking.


Wholemeal plain flour


While this wholesome flour contains all the grain, bran and germ, and has more protein than its refined white cousin, the protein comes from the germ protein rather than from gluten. Therefore, use this one in the same way as plain white.
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