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Perhaps it’s no surprise that I ended up founding a place like Le Pain Quotidien: I was born into a family of cooks. My mother’s parents owned a restaurant in my hometown of Huy, near Liège in Belgium. My father trained as a chef before joining the family business, a grocer’s shop. My grandfather would visit local farms with his horse and cart, collecting butter, cheese, honey, eggs and all kinds of fruits and vegetables—anything he could sell in town.


Pastry was my way into the world of food. When I was two or three years old, my aunt Simone would let me watch while she made her dough. Every Saturday, she baked a dozen tarts and every Sunday, the entire family came over to eat them.


Like my father, I went on to study at the hotel school in Namur, France. On graduating, I wrote to the ten best chefs in France and in 1982, I found myself working as a pastry chef for Georges Blanc. A line in my resumé had caught his eye:  I had worked for Schevenels, the best pâtisserie in Liège.


In 1987, I opened my own restaurant in Brussels, Le Café du Dôme. I remembered the sourdough bread made by Poilâne in Paris, but as it was still difficult to guarantee a regular supply from France at that time, I started baking my own bread. Le Pain Quotidien is the result of the simple observation that any serious bread oven, however small, produced too much “daily bread” for my restaurant alone. 


Inevitably, a cook who becomes a baker never forgets his first love. And that is how on 26 October 1990, Le Pain Quotidien was born as a bakery with a communal table, where you could eat from 7 a.m. until 7 p.m., seven days a week.
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In the autumn of 1990, our first menu featured a handful of tartines, including a local Brussels specialty, an open sandwich topped with fromage blanc, thinly sliced radishes and green onions. There were also two salads and a few pastries—a chocolate mousse cake, a lemon tart, a pecan tart—but no croissants.


When we opened our first “boulangerie kitchen” in Manhattan in January of 1997, we stayed true to our Belgian origins while also taking into account the eating habits of our new host country—that is to say, we began serving eggs for breakfast. Soon after, fresh fruit salad started appearing on the menu and four years later, in Beverly Hills, we made our first granola. 


Working in California at this time also made us aware of the growing interest in vegetarian options and the demand for organic produce. Today, much of the produce we serve throughout the world is certified organic and sourced locally whenever possible, and we make sure to offer a range of meat-free and vegan dishes. 


Over the years, it has been fascinating to observe how the same basic idea—a bakery with a kitchen table—is changed and enriched by local preferences. By opening up to other countries and other food cultures, we have learned delicious new recipes and made them our own: in England, we expanded our range of desserts; in Brazil, we learned to make pão de queijo (see page 30), a gluten-free cheese bread, and in Spain, we cannot imagine breakfast without pan con tomate (see page 60). 


This book takes our basic idea one step further: simple, wholesome and sustainable food, to share with your friends and family around your own kitchen table. 


Bon appétit!


Alain Coumont
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Choose your  ingredients wisely


Buy the best unbleached organic flour you can get. It has more flavor and is also better for you, as the bleaching process removes nutrients. For consistent results, use spring or still mineral water, as the fluoride and chlorine added to tap water will inhibit the growth of the natural yeasts you want to cultivate. Natural sea salt is preferable to rock salt, which is much more heavily processed.


Measure your ingredients


To achieve the best results in baking, it is important to be accurate, and the most accurate way of measuring your ingredients is to weigh them carefully at every stage, as professional bakers do. This is why we suggest weighing water, for example, instead of using more traditional volumetric measurements, and why we recommend using more precise grams instead of ounces, if possible. If you’re going to get serious about baking, it’s worth buying a digital kitchen scale.  


Get the temperature right


It’s important for your ingredients to be at a warm room temperature of 75–80°F (25–27°C), so put them in a warm place for an hour beforehand if necessary.  


Be patient with your starter 


A starter (or “levain”) is a culture of natural wild yeasts and lacto-bacteria that forms the basis of a sourdough bread. As well as being a leavening or raising agent, it also adds flavor. Developing the culture for a sourdough starter from scratch takes 10 days and the process can appear wasteful, as it involves a large amount of flour being added and growing culture discarded. Once you have successfully made a starter, you can keep feeding and refreshing it. Keep it in a plastic container in the fridge and feed it once a week. The starter needs to breathe, so make sure to leave the lid open slightly, or pierce it with a knife. Never take more than one-third of your starter, and always feed it by replacing the quantity you have taken away: if you remove 100 g (31/2oz) of starter, refresh it with 100 g  (31/2oz) of flour and 60 g (2oz) of water. 


Some recipes, such as the Five-grain fruit bread on page 20, call for a different type of starter known as pâte fermentée or “old dough.” This is a complete dough (flour, water, salt and yeast) that is allowed to ferment for at least 4 hours and up to 24 hours prior to making the final dough. It’s an easy way to add a complexity of flavors to your bread. 


To make pâte fermentée, place 60g (2oz) cool filtered or spring water in a large mixing bowl and dissolve 10g (1/3oz) fresh yeast or 3g (1/10oz) active dry (fast-action dried) yeast. in the water. Add 100g (31/2oz) strong white bread flour and mix until combined and a dough begins to form. Knead the dough for 2–4 minutes, until it comes together. Place in a lightly oiled bowl and cover loosely with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel and set aside at room temperature for 4–24 hours.


Help your dough rise


The dough will continue to develop its structure as it rises. We recommend using a linen-lined rising (proofing) basket, as it will gently hold the shape of a loaf—a bowl can be too rigid. Liberally dust the linen with flour to prevent sticking, then cover the dough 
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Baking sourdough bread at home


Before you bake sourdough for the first time, it’s worth familiarizing yourself with a few guidelines that will help you achieve good results.
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with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel and leave it to rise in a warm, draft-free place –near a radiator, in a warming drawer or airing cupboard, on top of your stove or another appliance that generates ambient heat. The longer the dough rises, the more acidic or “sour” the flavor becomes, so leave it for longer than suggested in the recipe if you prefer a stronger taste.  The cooler the environment, the more time your dough needs to rise.


Shape your bread


Dust the work surface and your hands with flour before you start shaping your loaf. A wooden surface is best, as it limits heat transfer and the surface tension helps create shape. Avoid placing the dough on a cold metal surface, as it can “shock” the bread.


Bake your dough when it’s ready


When ready to be baked, the dough should feel soft and a little pillowy to the touch—when you press it with your finger, the indentation should fill back out slowly. If indentations spring back immediately, you will need to wait a little longer; but if they stay sunken in, you’ve waited too long—the dough is overfermented and should go into the oven as soon as possible. 


Use a baking stone


A baking stone is perfect for rustic-style loaves. Look for a heat-resistant stone slab (a pizza stone is ideal) or tile, about 1 1/2–2 inches (4–5cm) thick. Preheat your baking stone with your oven, so that it reaches the desired temperature before you place your loaves onto it. Once your loaves are in place, the baking stone will quickly pass its  heat through the dough. This creates “oven spring”—the initial period when the gases in the loaf rapidly expand and give it volume before the crust begins to form.  


Make sure the oven is hot enough


Baking your bread at the correct temperature is vital to achieve a consistent, high-quality result. The initial heat is crucial, because nearly all breads typically make up most of their volume in the first third or half of their baking time. When preheating the oven, try setting it to 50°F (10°C) higher than called for in the recipe, then, when your bread is in the oven and you have shut the oven door, turn down the temperature by 50°F (10°C). This will compensate for any heat loss that may have occurred while the oven door was open and allows for the bread to get the initial heat it needs to achieve the desired volume. 


Create steam in your oven 


Creating steam in your oven is  a fundamental part of the process to develop the sourdough loaf’s characteristic dark, chewy crust. In a dry oven, the crust forms quickly, making the loaf airtight and preventing the gases inside the bread from escaping. But these escaping gases help form the airy cavities in the bread, guaranteeing its elasticity and relative lightness. Steam (or moisture) in the oven helps prevent the crust from drying out and keeps it permeable for longer—until the loaf has reached its optimum size. It also conditions the texture of the inside of the loaf, known as the crumb. 


To create steam in a home oven, preheat an ovenproof dish such as a casserole dish or a roasting pan at the bottom of your oven. When the dough is ready, place it on top of your preheated baking stone, but before closing the oven door, throw a handful of ice cubes on to the casserole or baking sheet and quickly shut the oven door. The ice will evaporate and create a rush of steam, just like the steam injection in professional bakers’ ovens. The steam will dissipate  naturally. This is a more effective and safer method than placing a pot of boiling water in the oven or spraying the baking stone and loaf with cold water.


Eat your bread at its best


Sourdough bread ripens as it cools, developing more flavor, so let it rest for a few hours before serving. Some breads, such as flutes (see page 22), are best eaten on the day they’re made—they don’t keep well because of their large surface area and relatively thin crust. A large loaf, howerver,  will mature and mellow over three or four days. Its texture becomes firmer, making it  easier to slice thinly  for toasting.
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Phase 1 (days 1–10):  Developing the culture
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Phase 2:  Making the sourdough starter
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295g (101/3oz) culture


490g strong whole wheat (wholemeal) or white bread flour  


320g (171/4oz) water 


10g (1/3oz) salt 
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Sourdough starter


To develop the culture for our sourdough starter, we use a mixture of two flours: whole rye flour, which has a higher percentage of fermentable sugars for the yeast than wheat flour, and all-purpose (plain) flour, which is low in protein but high in starch, which in turn means more nutrients to feed the yeast. Building a starter takes time and initially there is a lot of waste, but this is the nature of the process—and the results are worth the effort.
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Day 1: Start by developing the culture. Mix the flours and water until thoroughly combined, then cover and let stand for a full 24 hours at room temperature. You should see the mixture rise and small bubbles will appear. It is now a culture.


Days 2–10 : Combine the ingredients, then cover and let stand for 12 hours at room temperature. Repeat every morning and evening, using 250g (8oz) of the previous feeding’s culture and discarding the rest. You want to see an increase in the number of small bubbles on the surface. After each feeding, the starter will continue to rise. 


Day 11: Now begin to make the sourdough starter. Knead all the ingredients together for approximately 5 minutes. Transfer the starter to a bowl and let rest, covered, for 5–24 hours—it needs to ripen before it is usable, just like a camembert cheese that starts off chalky and becomes smoother, more yellow and slightly runny as it matures. 


Once you get to the 24-hour mark, however, you must repeat the previous step for the starter to continue to be a viable culture: discard all but 250g (8oz) of the starter and mix it with 250g (8oz) flour and 150g (51/3oz) water. Feedings can be stretched up to 48 hours if the starter is kept in the refrigerator.
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Makes 1 loaf (500g/1lb)


250g (8oz) stoneground whole wheat (wholemeal) flour 


175g (6oz) filtered or spring water


70g (21/2 oz) Sourdough Starter  (see page 14) 


6g (1/4 oz) fine sea salt or table salt 
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Place all the ingredients in a large mixing bowl or a mixer fitted with the dough hook. Knead or mix on low speed for 3–5 minutes, until thoroughly combined, then knead or mix on medium–high speed for another 2–3 minutes, until the dough is smooth and elastic. 


Remove the dough and lightly oil the bowl, then replace the dough and cover loosely with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel. Set aside to rise (prove) at room temperature for 11/2 hours. Set a timer at 15-minute intervals. At each interval, remove the dough from the bowl and knead for 10 seconds, 5 times in total. The dough should now feel light and airy. 


Place on a lightly floured work surface. Flatten the dough into a square about 3 inches (8cm) thick. Pick up each corner and pull it back into the middle so that the four corners meet. Repeat, folding the corners into the center again and sealing them in the middle to prevent them from springing back. 


Place the dough in a linen-lined rising  basket dusted with flour, keeping the seam facing upward. Cover with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel and allow the dough to rise at room temperature for 3–4 hours. 


Preheat the oven to 425ºF (230ºC/gas mark 8), with the baking stone in place and an ovenproof dish at the bottom of the oven. Once hot, carefully remove the stone from the oven and turn the dough out of the basket onto it, seam side down. Dust the top of the loaf liberally with flour. Score the bread using a sharp knife, then return the stone to the oven. Throw a handful of ice cubes into the ovenproof dish  and quickly shut the oven door. Bake for 35–45 minutes or until the loaf has a golden brown crust and sounds hollow when tapped.  Transfer to a wire rack to cool completely.
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Sourdough bread


This sourdough loaf is the basis for many of our favorite tartines. 
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Makes 2 loaves (480g/15oz each)


100g (31/2oz) Sourdough Starter  (see page 14)


2g (1/12oz) fast-action dried yeast 


250g (8oz) strong white bread flour


250g (8oz) stoneground whole wheat (wholemeal) flour


350g (121/3oz) filtered or spring water


10–13g (1/3–1/2oz)fine sea salt 
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Put all the ingredients except the salt in a large mixing bowl or a mixer fitted with the dough hook. Knead or mix on low speed for 2–3 minutes, until thoroughly combined, add the salt and mix for another 1–2 minutes, then knead or mix on medium–high speed for another 3–5 minutes, until the dough is smooth and elastic. 


Remove the dough and lightly oil the bowl, then replace the dough and cover loosely with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel. Set aside to rise (prove) at room temperature for 11/2–2 hours. Set a timer at 15-minute intervals. At each interval remove the dough from the bowl and knead for 10 seconds, repeating 5–7 times, depending on the rising time. 


Liberally flour the insides of two 81/2 x 41/2 x 21/2 inch (500g/ 1lb) loaf pans. Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured surface and divide into 2 equal pieces. Flatten the dough with your hand, then fold down the top third and seal the join with your fingertips. Fold over the remaining third, rolling the dough into a log, and seal as before. Repeat the process in the other direction, taking the fold to the bottom edge, and seal. Then use your hands to roll each log to the length of the pan, then place inside, seam side down. Cover loosely and set aside to rise at room temperature for 11/2–2 hours.  


Preheat the oven to 400ºF (200ºC/gas mark 6), with the baking stone in place and an ovenproof dish at the bottom of the oven. Place the loaf pans onto the baking stone. Throw a handful of ice cubes into the ovenproof dish and quickly shut the oven door. Bake for 40–45 minutes or until the loaves sound hollow when tapped. Let rest in the pans for a few minutes, then turn out onto a wire rack to cool completely. 


Put all the ingredients except the salt in a large mixing bowl or a mixer fitted with the dough hook. Knead or mix on low speed for 2–3 minutes, until thoroughly combined, add the salt and mix for another 1–2 minutes, then knead or mix on medium–high speed for another 3–5 minutes, until the dough is smooth and elastic. 
Remove the dough and lightly oil the bowl, then replace the dough and cover loosely with plastic wrap or a damp dish towel. Set aside to rise (prove) at room temperature for 11/2–2 hours. Set a timer at 15-minute intervals. At each interval remove the dough from the bowl and knead for 10 seconds, repeating 5–7 times, depending on the rising time. 
Liberally flour the insides of two 81/2 x 41/2 x 21/2 inch (500g/ 1lb) loaf pans. Turn the dough out onto a lightly floured surface and divide into 2 equal pieces. Flatten the dough with your hand, then fold down the top third and seal the join with your fingertips. Fold over the remaining third, rolling the dough into a log, and seal as before. Repeat the process in the other direction, taking the fold to the bottom edge, and seal. Then use your hands to roll each log to the length of the pan, then place inside, seam side down. Cover loosely and set aside to rise at room temperature for 11/2–2 hours.  
Preheat the oven to 400ºF (200ºC/gas mark 6), with the baking stone in place and an ovenproof dish at the bottom of the oven. Place the loaf pans onto the baking stone. Throw a handful of ice cubes into the ovenproof dish and quickly shut the oven door. Bake for 40–45 minutes or until the loaves sound hollow when tapped. Let rest in the pans for a few minutes, then turn out onto a wire rack to cool completely. 
 















Country bread


We like to  use and old-fashioned oval Belgian  loaf pan for this bread, but a standard rectangular loaf pan will work just as well. 


Country bread
We like to  use and old-fashioned oval Belgian  loaf pan for this bread, but a standard rectangular loaf pan will work just as well. 
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Makes 4 loaves (about 475g/15oz each)


340g (121/3oz) golden raisins (sultanas)


60g (2oz) flaxseed (linseeds)


30g (1oz) pumpkin seeds


90g (3oz) sesame seeds


90g (3oz) sunflower seeds


560g (193/4oz)strong white bread flour


100g (31/2oz) rolled (porridge) oats, plus 120g (4oz) to finish the loaves 


165g (53/4 oz) Pâte Fermentée (see page 12)


10g (1/3oz) active dry (fast-action dried) yeast 


12g (1/3oz) fine sea salt 


550g (191/3oz) cold water 


Makes 4 loaves (about 475g/15oz each)
340g (121/3oz) golden raisins (sultanas)
60g (2oz) flaxseed (linseeds)
30g (1oz) pumpkin seeds
90g (3oz) sesame seeds
90g (3oz) sunflower seeds
560g (193/4oz)strong white bread flour
100g (31/2oz) rolled (porridge) oats, plus 120g (4oz) to finish the loaves 
165g (53/4 oz) Pâte Fermentée (see page 12)
10g (1/3oz) active dry (fast-action dried) yeast 
12g (1/3oz) fine sea salt 
550g (191/3oz) cold water 
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