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Would you like to learn to be a better baker?


We know that so many people watch The Great British Bake Off for the tips and techniques you pick up – not only from the judges, but from watching the bakers too. We wanted to distil that knowledge into a library of cookbooks that are specifically designed to take you from novice to expert baker. Individually, each book covers the skills you will want to perfect so that you can master a particular area of baking – everything from cakes to bread, sweet pastries to pies.


We have chosen recipes that are classics of each type, and grouped them together so that they take you on a progression from ‘Easy does it’ through ‘Needs a little skill’ to ‘Up for a challenge’. Put together, the full series of books will give you a comprehensive collection of the best recipes, along with all the advice you need to become a better baker.


The triumphs and lessons of the bakers in the tent show us that not everything works every time. But I hope that with these books as your guide, we have given you a head start towards baking it better every time!


 


Linda Collister


Series Editor
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Welcome bakers!


There is great joy to be found in cutting a thick slice of home-made bread, and this book gives you 40 classic bread recipes to start you off.


As well as being great bakes, these recipes have been selected to introduce you to all the key skills like mixing, kneading, proving and shaping that not only give you better bread, but which you will find useful in many other future bakes.


Start with the ‘Easy does it’ section and get the basics under your belt with recipes like Farmhouse White Soda Bread or tasty Cornbread. As you get a little more sure of your baking, move on to the recipes that ‘Need a little skill’ – colourful Stuffed Focaccia perhaps, soft, golden Pretzels, or some Old-Fashioned English Muffins, dripping with butter and jam. As you bake more, you will soon be ‘Up for a challenge’, using all your new breadmaking skills to produce the stunning Harvest Wreath, or spectacular Nine-Strand Plaited Loaf.


The colour strip on the right-hand side of the page tells you at a glance the level of difficulty of the recipe (from one spoon for easy to three spoons for more of a challenge), and gives you a helpful checklist of the skills and special equipment you will use. Before you begin, have a look at the Baker’s Guide at the beginning of the book. This will tell you what equipment you need to get started (just a bowl, a spoon and a loaf tin will do!), introduce you to the most important ingredients, and explain some terms and techniques in more detail.


Bread can be a simple piece of toast, or the heart of a whole meal, but every loaf can be impressive. With Bake It Better: Bread to show you just what you can do with flour, salt, yeast and water, it’s time to get out your mixing bowl and start baking.


 


HOW TO USE THE BAKE IT BETTER BOOKS


SECTION 1: BAKER’S GUIDE


Read this section before you start baking. The Baker’s Guide contains key information on ingredients (here–here), equipment (here–here) and skills (here–here) relevant to the recipes in the book.


Refer back the Baker’s Guide when you’re baking if you want a refresher on a particular skill. In the recipes the first mention of each skill is highlighted in bold.


SECTION 2: THE RECIPES


Colour strips on the right-hand side and 1, 2 or 3 spoons show the level of difficulty of the recipe. Within the colour strips you’ll find helpful information to help you decide what to bake: Hands-on time; Hands-off time; Baking time; Makes/Serves; Special equipment; Storage.


Refresh your knowledge of any Essential skills by referring to the Baker’s Guide before you get started.


Refer back to the Baker’s Guide when a skill is highlighted in bold in the recipe if you need a reminder.


Try Something Different options are given where the recipe lends itself to experimenting with ingredients or decorations.
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BAKE IT BETTER



Baker’s Guide


Ingredients


Equipment


Skills


Help!
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Ingredients


The great thing about bread is that just four main ingredients will give you a delicious loaf: flour, salt, yeast and water. But change these ingredients – for example add a different flour, or substitute buttermilk for water – and your bread will be transformed. Here are a few guidelines to keep in mind when buying, storing and using your ingredients.


CORNMEAL


Yellow and white cornmeals are made from the whole kernels of corn or maize which are ground to a fine, medium or coarse texture. The meal is very low in gluten and is usually mixed with wheat flour for yeasted bread, but you can also sprinkle it under and on top of soft doughs to prevent sticking and to create a crisp, crunchy crust.


FLOUR


Flour is probably the most important ingredient in baking, but especially so in bread-making; poor-quality or past-its-best flour can really affect the final taste and texture of your loaf. As with all ingredients, flour should be used when fresh, so store it correctly – to stop it getting damp keep opened packs in storage jars, plastic food boxes or in plastic food bags. Don’t add new flour to old in storage jars and use it within a month of opening, or by its best before date. Keep an eye on wholemeal flours and flours with added grains as they spoil quicker than refined flours, and don’t use flour that smells slightly rancid or contains weevils or mites.


Flour is usually ground from wheat, but there is a good range of flours made from other grains.


Wheat flours are probably the most commonly used flours in baking. Stoneground flour is produced when cereal grains (wheat, rye, oats, etc.) are milled between two large stones, instead of the steel rollers used for mass-produced flours, and has a different texture and often a fuller flavour. Plain and self-raising flours have 8–10 per cent protein (ideal for non-yeast breads, as well as cakes and pastries); strong bread flour has 12–16 per cent protein (ideal for most breads); and extra-strong or extra-strong Canadian flour has 15–17 per cent protein (ideal for bagels or for making larger loaves).


Wheat flours are our staple and, like all flours, are defined by their rate of extraction – how much of the entire wheat grain or kernel is used in the flour. White flour usually contains about 75 per cent of the kernel and has most of the bran and wheatgerm removed. Brown flour usually contains around 85 per cent of the kernel (the extraction rate is stated on the pack as there’s no standard amount) and contains most of the wheatgerm, but has some of the bran removed. Wholemeal or wholegrain flour has 100 per cent extraction, which means the complete kernel is ground. The high proportion of bran in the flour – those coarse golden specks – means your loaf won’t rise as well as one made with all-white flour, as the bran hinders gluten development, but the flavour and health benefits will be greater. Some wheat flours have malted wheat grains added to give a sweeter taste and slightly crunchy texture.


Wheat flour for bread-making is labelled as ‘bread flour’ or ‘strong flour’, as it contains flour milled from wheat with a higher proportion of protein to starch than that used for pastry and cakes. It’s the protein content that’s key to yeasted bread-making: as the dough is kneaded, the protein develops into strands of gluten, which help the dough to rise by expanding around the gases produced by the yeast. Speciality wheat flours are available for ciabatta (with around 10 per cent protein), pizza (with some durum wheat and 12–16 per cent protein), and baguettes (around 12 per cent protein – look out for the French Type 55) as these flours are made from wheat varieties specifically grown to make these breads.


Barley flour is low in gluten so the loaves tend to be dense, but a little added to a dough made with wheat or rye flour adds flavour.


Oat flour is not as widely available as oatmeal, oatflakes or porridge oats, but can be quickly made in a food-processor from oatflakes, and when mixed with wheat flour makes a textured, tasty loaf.


Rye flour was once a staple in places where the soil was too poor, or too cold, for wheat, but is now popular for its deep flavour and dark, chewy crumb; it works best in a sourdough mixture. Rye flour has a low gluten content, which makes it harder to work than wheat flours, but some find it easier to digest. Look out for wholegrain rye, which is darker than the finer ‘light’ rye, which has some of the bran sifted out.


Spelt flour has been grown throughout Europe for centuries. It comes from the same family as common wheat, but is more nutritious and higher in protein. Spelt flour is available as both wholegrain and ‘white’, and makes a really good, well-flavoured loaf.


Gluten-free flours are wheat-free mixtures of several flours made from rice, potato, chickpea, tapioca, sorghum, broad bean, maize and buckwheat, depending on the brand. (Try different brands, as they vary in flavour.) Some flour mixes also contain xanthum gum, which replaces gluten in giving structure to the dough. Check the label; if your mix doesn’t include it, see the recipe on here or add 1 tsp xanthum gum per 150g flour. Gluten-free flours need more liquid than wheat-flour doughs, so you can’t replace them exactly with the wheat flour.


Cut grains and flakes can be added to dough, along with the flour, for extra texture, or sprinkled on top before baking. Cut wheat, spelt or rye is the whole grain cut into two or three pieces; wheat or spelt flakes are made by steaming, then rolling, the kernel. You can add cut rye to add flavour and texture to pumpernickel and rye breads.


LIQUIDS


There’s no need to use bottled or spring water: tap water is fine. Some bakers prefer to use filtered water that’s been boiled, and cooled, to remove any chlorine – this is most relevant for sourdoughs because chlorine can hinder growth of the cultures.


Many recipes replace some, or all, of the water with other ingredients. Make sure you add all the liquids at the temperature stated in the recipe. If they are too warm they will kill the yeast. Milk gives the bread a finer, softer crumb. If you don’t have fresh milk, use powdered milk made up to the correct quantity with cooled boiled water. Buttermilk is fermented a bit like yoghurt, and not usually made at home as it needs special cultures and some basic equipment. Yoghurt is often added to naan as it helps fermentation and flavour. Eggs add flavour and enrich the dough, but make it slightly heavier, too. They also add colour, like the golden shade of brioche.


NUTS


All sorts of nuts, such as hazelnuts, walnuts, pecans, almonds and pine nuts can be added to your dough with the flour, or kneaded in towards the end. If you lightly toast them first you’ll increase their flavour. Adding a little of their matching oil (such as walnut or hazelnut oil) can intensify the ‘nuttiness’ of a loaf. Nuts are not usually added as a topping as they burn too easily to cope with the high oven temperature needed for yeasted doughs. Because of their high oil content, check nuts taste fresh before using.


SALT


The recipes in this book use fine sea salt; if you have the coarser, flaked sort, crush it first so that it combines easily with the flour. Salt is added to bread not only for flavour, but also for its role in the development of the dough structure. Most recipes use between 1 and 2g salt per 100g flour, but make sure when adding your salt to the bowl it’s kept out of direct contact with the yeast for as long as possible as salt retards yeast growth.


SEEDS


Seeds such as sunflower, sesame, pumpkin and linseed, among others, can be added to doughs along with the flour to give a crunchy texture and boost flavour. Avoid overloading the dough or the bread will be crumbly. Sprinkled on top of a shaped dough, seeds can improve the finished look of baked bread – but take care to avoid burning them.


YEAST


Yeast is the living organism that makes bread rise. It needs moisture, gentle warmth and flour (or sugar) to stimulate its growth and the production of carbon dioxide, which expands the dough. The recipes here use dried powdered yeast, sold in 7g sachets (and tubs) as fast-action, easy-blend or instant dried yeast. They must be kept in a store cupboard. The powder must be added to the flour and dry ingredients (never to the liquid). Hot water kills yeast, while salt retards its growth.


Fresh yeast, sold at wholefood stores, some bakeries and bakery counters in larger supermarkets, is greyish-brown, with a distinct aroma, and feels like clay. It can be stored, tightly wrapped, in a sealed plastic box in the fridge for a week, but should be used before it turns dark brown or powdery grey. Use 15g fresh yeast instead of a 7g sachet fast-action dried yeast; crumble it into a bowl and cream it to a smooth liquid with about 7 tablespoons of your measured liquid, then work in a little of the measured flour and leave for about 15 minutes. When the mixture froths and bubbles it is ready to use – add it to the flour and dry ingredients with the rest of the lukewarm liquid; if your mixture doesn’t look frothy, it’s not working. Some dried yeast, sold in tubs as ‘regular dried yeast’, needs to be mixed with a little measured lukewarm liquid and sugar, and left for 15 minutes to ‘froth up’ before adding to the flour with the remaining liquid – check the pack for instructions.


Use the quantity of yeast specified in the recipe; use more and the dough will be lively but the loaf may have a strong aftertaste and keep less well; use less and the dough will take longer to rise and prove (see here), but have a deeper flavour.
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Equipment


You don’t need fancy equipment for bread-making, but good-quality essentials will make your life easier and give you more consistent results. Here is our list of the basics, plus a few extra bits of kit you might find useful.


BAKING PAPER


Non-stick baking paper and parchment paper are best for lining baking sheets and trays. Greaseproof paper has a waxy coating that doesn’t stand up so well to the heat of the oven.


BAKING SHEETS


These are fantastic. Buy at least one very heavy-duty sheet that won’t buckle or warp in a really hot oven so the base stays truly flat. Also, check you get the right size for your oven! Baking sheets have only one raised edge for gripping which means you’ll be able to slide your bread on and off it easily. Baking trays have sides all the way round.


BAKING STONE OR PIZZA STONE


This will give your bread the perfect base – better than a hot baking sheet; you can keep it in the oven so that it heats up thoroughly when your oven is on. Measure your oven before you buy one to ensure you get the right size.


BANNETON


A bread proving basket, or banneton, gives a lovely finish to sourdough (see here) because of the pattern of the cane or wicker its made from, but a mixing bowl is just as good for proving.


BOWLS


If you’re buying new, a nest of small, medium and large bowls is ideal. For versatility, sturdiness (without being overly heavy) and durability, heatproof glass and stainless steel are both good choices. They can be used for both cold and hot mixtures (such as when melting chocolate over a pan of simmering water). Be aware, though, that stainless steel is not suitable for the microwave. Plastic bowls are cheaper and some have a built-in rubber base to help reduce wobble. (Some bowls even come with a non-slip silicone base for this purpose, although you can stabilise any bowl by placing a damp cloth underneath it.) Plastic bowls are, however, quite lightweight and do feel less sturdy to work with. Ceramic bowls are pretty and can go in the dishwasher, but they break quite easily and can be heavy. Anodised aluminium bowls are very durable and will last a lifetime, but they can't go in the microwave.


A very large bowl with a snap-on lid is extremely useful for mixing and rising large batches of dough (see here and here).


CLINGFILM OR TEA TOWELS


For covering dough and proving loaves (see here); make sure you use a clean, dry tea towel each time.


COOLING RACKS


At least one large wire cooling rack with legs is essential to let air circulate underneath cooling bread (see here). If you need to you can improvise with a clean wire grill-pan rack.


DOUGH SCRAPER


This is one of the cheapest, but definitely most useful pieces of kit for a bread maker. It should be sturdy but flexible, so that you can scoop or scrape up doughs (and clean bowls), as well as divide them for shaping.


FREE-STANDING MIXER OR FOOD-PROCESSOR


If you do a lot of baking, a large free-standing mixer or food-processor with an attachment for making dough is a great investment, as it really does save a lot of time and energy. If possible, buy an extra bowl, as it helps when batch-baking, and a snap-on lid is a great help for rising and/or chilling doughs (see here).


HEAVY-DUTY OVEN GLOVES OR OVEN CLOTH


These are absolutely vital when baking bread and must always be kept dry. Don’t ever use a damp tea towel for loading/unloading the oven, as you can burn yourself quite seriously.


KNIVES


A small, very sharp knife is used to slash the tops of loaves before baking, while a large sharp knife is vital for chopping nuts and slicing (as is a knife sharpener); a round-bladed knife is handy for cutting up butter, and for ‘rubbing in’. A long-bladed serrated bread knife is essential for slicing baked loaves, and kitchen scissors are useful for snipping the tops of loaves and rolls instead of slashing.


MEASURING JUGS


Pick a heat-resistant and microwave-safe jug with both metric and imperial measures, starting from 50ml, if you can find it, otherwise 100ml, and going up to 2 litres. A small jug or cup that measures from 1 teaspoon (5ml) up to 4 tablespoons (60ml) is a very useful extra. And remember that you can weigh water as well as measure its volume: 1ml = 1 gram. Some bakers prefer this method as it is the most precise.


MEASURING SPOONS


A set of measuring spoons is essential for measuring small amounts of liquids and dry ingredients such as baking powder, spices, salt and sugar. Day-to-day teaspoons, dessertspoons and tablespoons can vary enormously in size and will give inconsistent results. Measuring spoons range from ⅛ teaspoon to 1½ tablespoons. Go for spoons with narrow ends that will fit into fiddly spice jars. Unless otherwise indicated, all spoon measures in these recipes are level – skim off any excess with a finger or the back of a knife.
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