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After studying Psychology and Philosophy, Pauline Beaumont began a 20-year career in the arts. A return to higher education led to a new career in mental health and her current work as a student counsellor at her old university.


Big families have figured largely in her life. She is the oldest of six siblings and has six, now grown up, children herself. While bringing up her family and working in the north of England, baking bread became increasingly important to her. She found the pattern of breadmaking shaped her days, as it continues to do, providing an antidote to the inevitable stresses of life.









Praise for Bread Therapy


‘It is a rare pleasure to spend time in the company of such a thoughtful, intelligent and compassionate food writer. Pauline Beaumont explains how making bread in all its many forms can help your mental and physical health, as well as provide you with something wholesome and delicious to enjoy and share. Bread Therapy is a book that deserves to be read from cover to cover, but it ultimately belongs in the kitchen: whether you’re a complete beginner or a seasoned expert, you’ll find the recipes immaculately explained, with infinite attention to detail, and inspiring ideas for the creative bread maker. An exciting new voice in the world of food writing.’ – Orlando Murrin, President of the Guild of Food Writers


‘Pauline Beaumont’s Bread Therapy is a reassuring, generous book that answers the big question of why we bake bread rather than buy and shows the healing power that crafting and baking a loaf offers us. It’s a heartfelt, enlightening book for the baker in your family, your friends, and especially the baker within you.’ – Dan Lepard, award-winning baker, food writer and photographer


‘Pauline Beaumont writes persuasively about the power of something as simple as breadmaking to help us cope with life’s stresses and disappointments. In her gentle explanations, age-old wisdom informs modern psychotherapeutic practice and the traditional craft of baking real bread at home emerges as both metaphor and métier. Her belief that ‘the final gift of breadmaking is to spread the word, for you to express your care for others through bread and, in doing this, inspire others’ shines through a book that may well change lives.’ – Andrew Whitley, author of Bread Matters and DO Sourdough – Slow bread for busy lives


‘We love this book as it sums up exactly how we feel about bread. Bread is like a small animal; it needs feeding, resting and quite a lot of love to get it to feel right. Caring for it gives you a huge buzz. Bread also has the ability to care for you and making bread is such a simple and pure way of boosting mental wellbeing. Pauline’s book captures the magic of this equation beautifully.’ – Alex and Kitty Tait, founders of The Orange Bakery


‘The Real Bread Campaign has long believed in and championed the benefits of making Real Bread by hand. It’s great to see Pauline helping to spread this message to even more people. As lovingly crafted as a handmade loaf, this book guides you through why and how Real Bread can be better for you, not just while you enjoy eating it, but first as you enjoy making it. Along the way you’ll discover the opportunities for making connections with the food you eat, with people around you, and with yourself. One day, we would like to see Real Bread making offered on prescription. For now, this book will help many more people to find happiness in a bag of flour.’ – Chris Young, coordinator of the Real Bread Campaign and its Rising Up initiative, and author of Slow Dough: Real Bread and Knead to Know


‘I have read Bread Therapy with pleasure, interest and admiration. Pauline has written so thoughtfully, clearly and lovingly about the benefits, delights and surprises of breadmaking for both mind and body. It will help the reader feel good inside and out. As Pauline says: “managing expectations in baking and life leads to calm acceptance”. Even a doorstop loaf can’t stop the door being opened any more!’ – Nick Jones, past Chairman of the Traditional Cornmillers Guild


‘Bread Therapy is a deeply nourishing read, offering a fresh and inspiring application of both mindfulness and self-care. A genuine feast for the senses.’ – Suzy Reading, author of Self-Care for Tough Times


‘A meditation upon, and life lessons from, the art and science of bread making, beautifully exploring its importance in our societal, emotional and physical lives. A joyful, comforting and helpful book at any stage of life. I thoroughly enjoyed it.’ – Sasha Bates, author of Languages of Loss


‘A perfect recipe for wellbeing – self-help mixed with baking!’ – Juliet Sear, TV baker and author
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For many of us, time can feel like a scarce commodity. Like Lewis Carroll’s White Rabbit, we charge around, fearing we will be late and worrying about fitting everything in. Why, you might ask, would we want to add baking bread to our already lengthy to-do list?


This book answers that question. Making time to bake your own bread will help you to reap many rewards. The more frenetic our lives, the more we need the balance that comes from activities that force us to slow down and reconnect us to our physicality. Making our own bread gives us these soothing and grounding experiences in spades. ‘Making time’ is a fascinating and helpful concept. While of course we can’t create more time than the 24 hours each day offers us, we can choose to pause, to build into our days precious periods of focus and mindfulness that serve as an antidote to the pressures of our otherwise fast-paced lives. I have found that making bread provides me with just such a regular dose of unhurried, creative activity that is joyful, calming and productive. I want to show you all the ways in which making your own bread could enrich your life too, and inspire you to delight in, and benefit from, getting your hands into some dough.


There is something about the metamorphosis of flour and water into a loaf of bread that is entrancing and that always feels a little miraculous. The realisation that – with your own hands – you can make something so delicious and nutritious from scratch is a revelation and easier to achieve than you might think. Once you can bake your own bread, you know that you will always be able to produce nourishing loaves for your family from store-cupboard ingredients.


But the magic of breadmaking is much more than this. The process of going back to primal principles, of working with basic ingredients, provides us with an opportunity to learn and to be creative in ways that can have a lasting, positive impact on our wellbeing. I often think that there are parallels between being a breadmaker and being a potter – mixing dough or clay, forming loaves or pots and waiting to see what emerges from the oven or kiln. Like becoming a potter, to become a breadmaker is to become a craftsperson. It is something that will enrich your life as well as your larder and can become part of your identity – part of who you are as well as what you do.
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I sometimes lose track of time when I’m baking bread and it reminds me of how, as a child, I would lose myself in reading. An early literary memory is the description of bread in Johanna Spyri’s Heidi. I was fascinated by the hard black bread and the cheese wrapped in a cloth that Heidi was given to eat by her grandfather in their mountain hut and then the soft, white rolls she loved at Fräulein Rottenmeier’s townhouse. I remember being in awe of her self-sacrifice in giving up the pleasure of eating the delicious bread to save the rolls for Peter the goatherd’s grandmother back home. My perspective would be different now and my adult self would yell at Heidi, ‘eat the bread’!


Growing up, my grandfather didn’t live in the Alps, but in Sunderland, and my parents, my five siblings and I would visit him for tea every Sunday. He used to buy us each a miniature Hovis loaf – they were about 5cm long with the logo raised on the side. I loved each little loaf; the desire to preserve its wholeness pitted against the urge to cut it into tiny slices and wolf it down. Brown bread was a bit of a rarity for us. It would be neat to be able to tell you about my mother imparting the joy of breadmaking to me in clouds of flour and affection, but she did not bake bread. She bought Mother’s Pride white, sliced bread and I loved that too.


I came to breadmaking fairly late in life and I see this, at least partly, as being the result of a 1970s’, girls’ school, polarised take on feminism. The choice seemed to be between Simone de Beauvoir and The Stepford Wives. This meant that anything to do with household tasks had to be shunned at all costs to avoid the dreaded fate of ending up as some sort of domestic slave. It took me a long time to realise that baking bread and freedom of choice were compatible. I moved gradually from a resigned obligation to feed my family, to a realisation that I actually enjoyed messing around in the kitchen for hours and time would fly in the same way as it did when I was lost in a book. Baking bread started to take a central role in my cooking and, on the eve of a day off work, I would fall asleep thinking about what sort of bread I might start making in the morning. If I had some dough rising, I might sneak downstairs to have a look at it in the middle of the night. I hope that this excitement in making bread never leaves me, and that this book might help you to find it too.


In parts of the world where people struggle to feed themselves (or at times in our own history), making bread has constituted an unavoidable part of the daily grind rather than a source of pleasure and fulfilment. However, it does seem that the more that digital and remote ways of interacting dominate our lives, the more we appreciate the opposite; the benefits of a return to basics, the natural, the handmade and the real. We recognise the merits of walking, even though we could get to our destination more quickly by car; we relish the joys of growing our own vegetables, despite the labours involved; and we might sometimes spend days knitting a jumper rather than buying one from a shop. This book is about the value of making bread by hand, from choice rather than necessity, and the benefits that can result for our health and wellbeing.


Bread Therapy is a kneading together of seven factors that contribute to emotional and psychological wellbeing. It describes how baking bread can provide us with the ingredients for a fulfilled life. In my work as a therapist I am constantly faced with the damaging impact of perfectionism on mental health. Accepting that nothing is perfect and that we all make mistakes is therefore highly beneficial. There are lots of things that can, and often do, go wrong when we are baking bread, so it provides us with lots of opportunities to practise accepting the imperfect. This acceptance of imperfection, and in turn our own fallibility, is a stepping stone to developing greater self-compassion and improved psychological wellbeing.


Being able to bake our own bread affords us increased self-sufficiency in difficult times. Understanding ourselves better and learning about the different ways we can support our mental health, as described in this book, also puts us in a position to take more responsibility for our own wellbeing. Bread Therapy will show you how, through learning to make your own bread, you can also learn essential life lessons.


I have a passion for making bread and I want you to benefit from this craft that unites people all over the world and also links us with our ancestors. Bread has a universal, symbolic resonance: it is a metaphor for transformation, the bringing together of unprepossessing ingredients into something that is glorious. Making bread can be a reminder to us all that we, too, are capable of transformation.
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HANDMADE


For me, a feeling of deep contentment comes early in the morning when I am not at work and the house is full. As my family sleeps, I’ll come downstairs to meet a small row of baking tins or baskets of risen dough. I’ll make coffee as the oven heats up and before long the air is full of the soothing smell of baking bread. By the time sleepy faces appear at the kitchen door, the dough has been transformed into golden sourdough or nutty brown loaves of spelt or rye on the cooling rack and breakfast begins.


There seems to be an atavistic pleasure in making something with your own hands and then giving it to others. The making of food and the feeding of people around us is a profound example of this and the baking and sharing of bread is fundamental to our humanity and our connectedness. The word ‘companion’ comes from the Latin words for ‘with’ (‘com’) and for ‘bread’ (‘panis’). The word was used to describe a person you shared food with. We now use the word companion in a wider sense to mean a friend, someone who goes alongside us. The ritual of baking bread has become a companion to me; an activity that punctuates my weeks, bonds me with others and connects me with my own physicality.


Think about ordering your groceries online and picture clicking on a plastic-wrapped, mass-manufactured loaf of sliced bread. Then, in comparison, imagine yourself kneading a fragrant lump of dough you have made from local, stoneground flour, waiting for it to rise and then continuing the ritual until you have a freshly baked, delicious and nourishing loaf or two.


The first version of acquiring bread is undoubtedly quicker and cheaper, but there is something in the – admittedly – laborious nature of the breadmaking process, the handling of ingredients, the harnessing of time and heat, that has value as an aid to good mental health, in addition to producing an infinitely better loaf of bread. Making bread is good for the body, the mind and some would say the soul. One of the ways that making bread is good for us is through giving us an opportunity to reconnect with our physicality, to exert ourselves, to use our hands and at the same time be mindful of every sensory aspect of the activity.




The baking and sharing of bread is fundamental to our humanity and our connectedness.





Freud extolled the merits of work and love as the key components of a good life. Making bread by hand is both hard work and can be thought of as a labour of love. We don’t have to do it, so if we choose to then maybe we are indeed doing it for the love of the process as well as the product. In the same way that tending a garden or allotment to grow our own vegetables is not the easiest way of getting our hands on a kilo of green beans, so it is with making our own bread.


The idea that there is something redeeming and spiritual about simple, physical work is not necessary for us to benefit from the activity, but from George Herbert’s notion of divine drudgery to the Buddhist idea of doing chores as a spiritual practice, there is a long tradition of achieving some sort of transcendence through the routine and the mundane. Making bread by hand falls into this category. Becoming absorbed in the physicality of the experience of making bread can become a meditation in itself. Making bread is a simple way to build a mind–body connection.


HEALTH IN MIND AND BODY


The appreciation that physical activity is beneficial for mental as well as physical health is now a well-established tenet of contemporary Western medicine. The benefits of understanding health in a holistic way are nothing new to many cultures and medical traditions, and, belatedly, Western medicine has started to catch up. There is now recognition that the reality is that it is impossible to separate the mind from the body. There is an acknowledgement that what we do with our bodies will have a profound impact on our emotional and mental health. Conversely, it is very hard to feel mentally well if you are not eating well, not sleeping well and not exercising or moving enough. It is this good enough mental wellbeing which is exemplified in a reasonably positive sense of ourselves, other people, the world and the future.




Engaging in physical activity – touching materials, moving and making things – can have a positive impact on how well we feel emotionally.





It is a strange paradox that living too much in our heads can be bad for our mental health while engaging in physical activity – touching materials, moving and making things – can have a positive impact on how well we feel emotionally.


THE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY OF KNEADING


Baking your own bread might not be the most strenuous form of exercise but what it does present us with is a physical activity that is grounding and that can be alternately soothing or energising. It provides us with a way of connecting with our senses and using our hands. It is translating our own muscle power and the energy we put into the process into a beautiful and nourishing end result.


To knead is to variously work and press and pull the dough into a smooth mixture with the hands. Kneading is hard work, repetitive and it is real. There is no virtual or digital equivalent of making your own bread by hand. Using a breadmaking machine can produce decent bread but I would argue that it is the process as much as the product that gives making bread by hand such a satisfying and potentially therapeutic quality. There is no substitute for getting your fingers sticky with dough and even aching with the sustained effort of thorough kneading. Kneading your bread dough will involve muscles in your fingers, hands, wrists, arms, shoulders and even your back that you may not usually use. You will know this is the case because, as you start to develop your own style of kneading, you may feel tiredness and soreness exactly as you would after other sorts of physical exertion.


Kneading bread dough is a wonderful example of a skill that we can grow and improve over time. Looking online or in books will soon show you that there is no one, right way of doing it. Making bread is an art as much as a science. As well as personal preference, there are many variables that will influence how much or what sort of kneading works best.


WHY DO WE KNEAD?


The purpose of kneading – or working the dough – is to make sure that all the ingredients are evenly mixed, and to develop gluten. Gluten is a mixture of proteins including glutenin and gliadin. It is important for breadmaking as it allows for a stretchiness in the dough which means that gases produced in the rising process can be held in the dough and then allow the bread to expand and rise. Gluten development is a chemical process that begins when the dough is mixed and continues and is enhanced by kneading. Long strands of protein molecules are formed which create a network of strands that in turn give bread its structure.


There are some breads, such as soda breads, whose rapid rise is created by the reaction between bicarbonate and the acid in buttermilk and these doughs need no kneading. At the other end of the time spectrum, the lengthy fermentation process that characterises deeply-flavoured sourdough bread means that the desired texture can develop with much less working than a yeasted dough would require. Another variable is the flour you are using. Different flours have differing amounts and types of gluten. For example, rye flour is low in gluten so will not benefit from much kneading.


There are many kneading methods. Try them, combine them, change them and develop your own way of working the dough to achieve the desired, smooth, silky and bouncy dough that will result in a loaf that can hold its shape and rise well in the oven.


All kneading methods involve mixing and then working the ingredients for your dough using your fingers, your knuckles, the heel of your hands or your fists with as much energy as you can manage for at least 10 minutes. You can pull, push, stretch, pummel, fold, turn and squash the dough. It is sometimes necessary to get our hands very sticky when kneading, which might feel uncomfortable; we are not used to it and often feel driven to add more flour in the early stages, before the existing flour has had a chance to absorb all of the water in the mix. Accept the stickiness, keep going. As a general rule, the wetter the dough the better the bread.
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If you watch expert bakers kneading you will see wonderful variations involving holding the dough up in the air while working it or slapping it down on the work surface in a way that incorporates more air, which lightens the dough.


Experiment and whichever way of working the dough becomes your signature style there is the potential to use this intense period of physical activity as a focus for the potent, parallel activity of mindfulness.


MINDFUL BAKING


For all of us, there is no escaping from stress, but there are ways we can help ourselves to become more resilient and to be able to cope better with inevitable challenges. Mindfulness is a powerful way of improving our capacity to cope with stress and with anxiety and depression. At its most simple level, mindfulness involves us paying more attention to the present, to the moment we are in now. It involves us placing our attention, deliberately, on our own thoughts, feelings or senses and the world around us in a quiet and dispassionate way. By concentrating on our senses, what we can hear, see, smell, touch, feel and taste, we can connect better with our bodies and our physical nature. We can slow down and put our attention away from ourselves and our rushing thoughts. By putting our attention on what we are thinking, feeling and sensing we remind ourselves that we are not our thoughts or feelings; there is a part of us that can observe them and let them go by. This ability to shift our minds into observer mode is a valuable tool in fostering mental wellbeing.


Ten or fifteen minutes of kneading bread dough can provide a rare opportunity to concentrate on one thing at a time. While we may be exerting ourselves physically as we knead, mindfulness – in this case the practice of moving our attention away from our racing thoughts and placing it on our senses – is a form of meditation. To knead dough mindfully is a way of slowing down, of giving ourselves the opportunity to be present in the moment, to be aware of the feel of the sticky dough on our hands, to recognise the change in the feel of the dough as it develops, to smell the yeast, to see the appearance of the dough’s surface alter, and to hear the sounds of the dough peeling off the work surface and the hum of the warming oven.




To knead dough mindfully is a way of slowing down, of giving ourselves the opportunity to be present in the moment.





It has become normal for many of us to do lots of things at the same time, for example cooking while watching TV or glancing back and forth at a computer screen. We might be walking while talking on the phone or running while listening to music on headphones. This layering of activity is so usual that it can be quite disconcerting to give all of our attention to one thing at a time. When we have become habituated to being overstimulated then quietness, stillness, slowing down and having a single focus can feel awkward at first. For many of us, activity can be a way of masking anxiety. Paradoxically, when we start to slow down, this can temporarily present us with a new challenge of having to face the feeling of anxiety. Daring to turn off the cacophony of content from our phones and screens may cause us to feel initial unease, but adapting ourselves to increasing stillness and focus on our senses – becoming more mindful – can provide us with a sustainable way of managing anxiety for the rest of our lives.


The physical process of breadmaking provides us with an ideal opportunity to develop mindfulness skills which can then have far-reaching benefits for our mental wellbeing.


As you gather the ingredients and equipment to bake, concentrate on what you can see, hear, feel and smell. Feel the weight and smoothness of your mixing bowl. Let the flour run through your fingers and try to detect its subtle scent. Test the temperature of the water with your fingers. As you slowly mix the flour and water and yeast, feel the changing textures, the stickiness and then the developing smoothness and stretchiness of the dough. How does it smell now? How does the surface of the dough look?
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Learning to be more mindful is one of the most important skills you can develop. If we are being mindful then we naturally slow down and become calmer and more relaxed, but the true value of practising mindfulness lies in it being a way of training our attention. If we are focused on our senses then, as we can only really focus on one thing at a time, we will be less likely to be thinking worrying thoughts. Our attention is one of the most precious commodities we possess and one of the least appreciated. It is easily squandered or stolen – for example, our attention is the commodity capitalised on by social media companies that knowingly entice us to spend increasing chunks of our time on their sites. Common mental health problems such as anxiety and depression, in their many forms, are also voracious thieves of your attention. The tendency to become anxious and worry excessively will mean that attention is often monopolised by negative thoughts about past events or hypothetical disasters, ‘Why did I say that?’ or ‘What if I get ill?’ And the pessimistic mindset that characterises both depression and low self-esteem means that your attention will be preferentially pulled to evidence that supports a negative view of yourself and the world.


For example, if there is one unsmiling face in your group of friends when you have told them something funny, that is the face you will focus on and you will use it to confirm your (distorted) view that you are not funny or that people don’t like you. This is the result of a powerful combination of selective attention and confirmation bias. Selective attention is a necessary filtering of all of the information we are constantly bombarded with. We need the focus it provides, but the way our minds select the object for our attention is influenced by confirmation bias. This is the tendency we have to see and hear things that confirm what we already believe, such as the belief that one is not liked being confirmed by seeing the one unsmiling face. We focus on certain material that tends to confirm what we already believe and filter out any contradictory evidence. When we are depressed or have low self-esteem then we believe that the world is a disappointing and dreadful place and that we are not good enough. An evening out with friends that involves hours of relaxed conversation and laughter might be followed by days of rumination over one ill-timed joke that did not go down well. So attention is disproportionately focused on the single, perceived, negative element of the evening rather than seeing the positive whole. This attentional bias then further confirms negative beliefs such as ‘I’m no good socially’ or ‘people will think I’m stupid’.


Worrying will not help in any of these situations but it is highly seductive, and some might say addictive; it is so habit-forming. Worrying excessively is a habit we can break, and mindfulness is one of the tools we can use to do this. Developing the ability to divert our attention from one thing to another, through mindfulness, allows us to shift attention from an unhelpful, self-critical or catastrophising thought to something we actually want or need to be concentrating on.


Practising mindfulness by treating breadmaking as a form of meditation – paying attention to what we can sense and what we are doing physically throughout the process – allows us to hone our ability to take charge of our attention. It is similar to the way in which we physically train our muscles through repeating an exercise. By using breadmaking as the focal ‘exercise’, we can practise pulling our attention back to our senses. As our mind inevitably wanders, we can get better and better at noticing this and returning our attention to our dough. This skill is central to our ability to manage our own emotional states and psychological wellbeing.
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A MINDFUL LOAF


It’s time to make your first mindful loaf of bread. Feel the cool heaviness as you press the dough into the oiled and floured tin. Be aware of the time passing as the dough slowly expands in the warmth of the kitchen air. Hear the sounds of the oven. See the changing shape as the dough reaches the top of the tin and is ready to bake. Notice how the smell changes as the baking progresses and the yeasty, dough smell shifts into the sweet aroma of caramelising crust. Feel the wave of heat as you open the oven. Hear the hollowness as you knock the base of the loaf that tells you it is done. As your loaf sits on the cooling rack, listen carefully for the ‘song of bread’ – the tiny sounds bakers say they can hear from the crust as the bread cools down.


It is normal when we are doing something for the first time to feel unsure and incompetent. The only way to become more adept at any skill is to keep going, to practise, to persevere. If you haven’t baked a loaf of bread before, the following recipe for making a yeasted loaf is a wonderfully simple way to start. Allow yourself to feel unsure and unconfident; don’t judge yourself, it is fine to feel like that. If you are a more seasoned baker, have a go at making a loaf ‘as if’ you are doing it for the first time. Slow down and focus on the sights, smells, sounds and feel of what you are doing.


Equipment and ingredients


Start by gathering the equipment and ingredients you need to make your mindful bread.


Essential starting points are access to an oven, a clean work surface and time. It may only take you 20 minutes to mix and knead your dough but then you will have up to 2 hours to wait as the yeasted dough rises. Your bread will take another 30–40 minutes to bake and then at least another 30 minutes to cool down. Regard this time as a gift and think what you’ll do with it. Perhaps resist the temptation to check your phone or laptop and continue with a mindful approach – give your attention completely to playing with your children, go for a walk or read a book.


If baking your own bread becomes a part of your everyday life then you may well delight in collecting breadmaking paraphernalia, such as proving baskets, scrapers, cooling racks and myriad tins. But to start with, all you’ll need is a large mixing bowl, a measuring jug, weighing scales, a loaf tin or baking sheet, and a cooling rack. Choose a loaf tin that is approximately 1.5 litres in volume, which is roughly 26cm in length, 14cm wide and 6cm deep. If you don’t have them, for this recipe you could do without the scales or measuring jug by using half of a kilo bag of flour and a mug of water. For the flour, it is worth paying more for stoneground flour, both for taste and nutritional value (see page 59).
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A simple yeasted loaf
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