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I have been a baker most of my life and enchanted by the magic of making bread since I was a kid, but it wasn’t until I started teaching people how to bake simple breads at home that I really appreciated what fun, and what a sense of wonder almost everyone experiences when they realize, for the first time, what can be achieved with some flour, yeast, water and a little salt. Breadmaking doesn’t need to be daunting or mysterious and you don’t have to be born a baker. Baking is for everyone.


Before I came to Britain I knew there was a strong tradition of home breadmaking, but when I arrived in 1988 I was shocked to find that very few people were bothering to make their own bread anymore, because the staple diet was the sliced white loaf. There was also an idea that making bread at home was too daunting, complicated or time-consuming, especially when people had busy lives.


That is when I began my breadmaking courses at The Bertinet Kitchen in Bath, teaching baking to a cross-section of people, from absolute beginners to those who had tried to make bread once, ended up with something that resembled a brick, and were so frustrated and disillusioned they never tried again. I never dreamt that the classes would be so popular or so rewarding. I never get tired of seeing people’s faces as their first beautiful bread comes out of the oven and they can’t believe that they have made it themselves.


So, when I wrote this, my first book, in 2005, my aim was to capture the essence of the classes and show how simple it is to transform a few honest ingredients into bread to be proud of. Sourdoughs and more complex doughs could wait for my later books, Crust and Crumb. For now I just wanted to get people hooked on making bread.


Over the years since Dough was first published, there has been an explosion of artisan bakeries, café culture and a surge of interest and excitement about breadmaking, and online videos and social media have opened the floodgates to sharing knowledge, ideas and techniques. The subject of good bread brings people together, and I have people from all over to the world coming to my classes – but at the other end of the scale there are still major concerns about ultra-processed foods, additives, fat, sugar, salt and obesity.
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So much of what we eat is produced on a massive scale, with such a long and complicated chain of ingredients, suppliers and processes. I will never forget the first time I visited a big industrial bakery in Britain. It gave me the shock of my life. I had never seen anything like it – it was so alien to everything I knew about bread. And I know that when Dough was published, the images here, comparing homemade and shop-bought bread and their ingredients, were a real eye-opener for many who had never taken much notice of packaging. Little has changed, so it is no wonder many people have turned to smaller, artisan producers and farmers who can supply them with traceable food produced in simple, traditional ways, which they feel that they can have faith in. And what could be more trustworthy than bread baked by your own hands in your own kitchen, using the best-quality ingredients you can find?


All the breads in this book are ones that I still bake at home for my family and friends in my standard domestic oven. I still teach them to the people who come to my bread classes, and I love the moment when the baking is finished and we all sit down with the breads we have made, some good cheese and ham and a glass of wine, and relax and enjoy the sense of achievement. I find that people really hate to break the spell.


I first fell in love with bread when I was very small. My uncle had a big bakery in Paris, my mother had at one time worked behind a bakery counter, and I was fascinated by the boulangerie in my home town in Brittany. When I was on holiday from school, I used to go down there and stand on tip-toes so I could peer over the counter into the bakery itself. I could see the men working in their t-shirts, covered in flour, taking the bread out of the enormous ovens. The warm, yeasty smell was so seductive.


When I was 12 or 13 years old I remember being asked in school, ‘What do you want to do when you are older?’ and I replied that I wanted to be a baker. I had a friend whose uncle had a bakery, and he told me that I could come and work with them early one morning. I stayed with my friend in the house above the bakery, but I couldn’t sleep for excitement. By midnight I had crept down – I couldn’t keep away. Baking was in my blood and, as soon as I could, I did my pre-apprenticeship, spending two weeks at school and two weeks and every weekend in the bakery. French bakeries are hard-working places but they have a magic too. There was a particular moment that I still miss, at around four o’clock in the morning, when the ovens were emptied, and there was no sound, except for the newly baked bread ‘singing’. That’s what we used to call the crackling sound that big loaves make when the crust breaks as it cools down – listen for yourself: when you hear it sing, that’s when you know you have a good crust.
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The method I teach is the one I have used all my baking life. I have never understood the idea of ‘kneading’ and ‘knocking back’ the dough, which seems to be about bashing the air out of it, whereas I want to do the opposite and introduce as much air as possible into the dough and then treat it gently, to retain that air, so that the dough is soft, pillowy and full of life.


I didn’t think too much about the origins of my alternative technique until I began doing some research and discovered that it has its roots in France in the late 1700s. Up to that point, bread was made with stiff dough which resulted in heavy, dense loaves that were quite hard to digest. Then in the late 1700s the French scientist, Antoine-Augustin Parmentier, developed a process which not only introduced more water but also more air into the dough, by stretching it and then arcing it over itself to trap the air inside. This made the dough lighter and more supple and resulted in bread that was easier on the stomach. Over the years I developed this technique in my own baking, and when I began teaching, I adapted it for working with small quantities of dough at home. I never anticipated how rewarding it would be to see even experienced bakers get the hang of the technique and nothing gives me more pleasure than to hear from them that they have baked the breads again successfully at home and really enjoyed themselves in the process.


Of course nothing stands still, fashions in food and photography change, and the more I teach and my own baking evolves, the more I continue to find new ways to share and explain my techniques. I have tried to reflect some of that in this new edition, while keeping the essence and simplicity of the original book, which introduced so many people to the joy of baking for the first time – however if you want to see more you can find new videos at www.thebertinetkitchen.com/videos.


People often say that those who like to bake and those who like to cook are made in different moulds. Well, having worked both as a baker and a chef, I have never thought of baking and cooking as separate. Every time I eat out, or talk to a chef about a combination of ingredients, I find myself thinking, ‘I wonder what would be a good bread to go with that?’ or, since bread is a natural carrier of flavours, ‘How would those tastes work in a bread?’ To me baking bread is part of making a meal (it’s also the best time to make dough, when the kitchen is warm from cooking) and I can’t imagine dinner on the table without bread. However, I am still amazed that so many chefs I teach, who are passionate about the integrity of their ingredients, have yet to wake up to the fact that good bread, with a great crust which forces you to chew and get your digestion going, is as important as every other food they serve.


Once you get into the habit of baking regularly, you can always have some bread part-baked in the freezer, ready to be finished off in the oven. Imagine giving your friends freshly baked fougasses, breadsticks or rolls when they come round to dinner; or the children coming home from school and asking for a chunk of fresh bread. Your bread.
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bread tools


[image: A pair of hands covered in small bits of dough.]


Hands – I always think it must be daunting to pick up a bread book that lists pages of expensive ‘essential’ equipment. The truth is that your hands are your most valuable tools – and really ‘feeling’ the dough is what breadmaking is all about.


Baking stone – in a traditional baker’s oven, the bread is slid, using a wooden peel (or paddle), onto the hot brick floor, so that it starts to bake immediately underneath (it’s the same principle as getting a grill-pan hot before you put on a steak). At the same time a steam injection system provides humidity which helps the crust to form. You can come close to creating a similar environment at home by getting a baking stone ready in the oven, and sliding your bread directly onto it. I have a piece of granite which stays in my oven all the time (you don’t have to spend a lot of money – mine was an offcut that I found in a reclamation yard, and it’s perfect). When I switch on the oven in the morning the stone is already in there so that by the time I come to bake it is thoroughly hot. Then, when I am ready to go, I just slide the loaves onto it, using a wooden peel or flat baking tray. You can also use a heavy baking tray, turned upside down so that it is flat.


[image: A baking tray inside an oven.]


Weighing scales – baking relies on exact measurements, so I weigh everything, including liquids, using digital scales, which is more accurate than relying on a level in a measuring jug. In many of the recipes which involve dividing the dough up into small rolls, baguettes, etc., I suggest that you weigh each piece of dough, and try to get them all equal – simply because, if you have lots of different sizes, some will bake quicker than others.


[image: A person pours flour from a packet into a mixing bowl.]


Mixing bowl – big enough to hold a kilo (2¼lb) of dough. I use a stainless steel bowl.


Baking cloths, couches and extra large freezer bags – I have a good stack of thick, 100 per cent linen baking cloths for covering dough and lining trays while it is resting. I don’t wash the cloths in between breadmaking sessions, just shake or brush them very well and let them dry – the last thing I want are cloths smelling of washing powder covering the dough. Over time the fabric becomes impregnated with natural yeasts and flavours, and the cloths become an organic part of the whole breadmaking process. You might also like to invest in a baker’s couche made of heavy linen, which is stiff enough to pleat in order to keep baguettes or rolls separate. As an alternative to baking cloths you can use extra-large freezer bags, split if necessary, so that they go over the top of the dough loosely and will keep it cosy and help prevent the surface from drying out. I also use one of these when resting dough in a bowl overnight in the fridge.


[image: A plastic scraper used for cutting a piece of dough into two pieces.]


Plastic scraper – this cheap little gadget is like an extension of my hand. I use it all the time: the rounded end to mix the dough, to help turn it out from the mixing bowl so that it comes out easily in one piece, without stretching, and to scrape up and lift pieces of dough from the work surface. The straight edge can be used for cutting and dividing the dough. It’s also fantastic for scraping the ice from your windscreen in winter! If you don’t have one you can always use a large, flat wooden spoon, or even a plastic credit card you received free in the post!


[image: A razor blade being used for slashing the top of a baguette before being baked.]


Lame (razor blade) – for slashing the tops of loaves and rolls to help create more crusty edges. Of course you can use a sharp knife, but the razor blade fitted into a handle, known as a lame, is the traditional baker’s ‘pen’ which you use to put your ‘signature’ on your bread, and it does the job swiftly and cleanly.


Wicker proving basket – not essential at all, just a traditional and lovely thing designed to hold round loaves while they are proving. The wicker makes an ideal container because it allows the air to circulate around the dough and let it breathe – and you can clean the basket and use it to serve the bread afterwards.


[image: A wooden peel being used to transfer bread into an oven.]


Wooden peel – this is really useful for transferring your proved bread to your baking stone or tray in the oven. If you don’t have one, you can use a flat-edged baking tray, or if you only have a tray with a lip, turn it upside down.


Water spray – the kind you use for spraying houseplants is perfect for misting the oven with water as you put in bread that needs to develop a good crust and colour. This, combined with the baking stone, really helps to recreate the atmosphere of a bakery.


Timer – don’t assume you will remember to take the bread out at the right time! I have three timers all on the go, otherwise I know I will get caught out when one of the kids distracts me or the phone rings.


Soft brush – mine is like a little handbrush you might use for sweeping. I keep it on my work bench for brushing off flour. Don’t wash down your bench until the end of your breadmaking session. Just scrape off any pieces of dough with your scraper, brush away any unwanted flour, and then when you are completely finished, you can wash down your surface thoroughly with soap and water.






ingredients


Flour – all I want to say about flour is: use proper, good-quality strong bread flour, the best quality you can afford. One of the questions I am always asked in my classes is where do I buy mine from, as once people have made bread successfully I find that when they get home they want to reproduce everything they have done exactly, using identical ingredients. I buy most of mine from Wessex Mill in Oxfordshire, but I would urge everyone to support your local mill, if possible.


Yeast – I am tempted to say only use fresh yeast and avoid dried, but it is worth having some dried yeast in the cupboard for that moment when you have an overwhelming urge to bake and you find you are out of fresh. One of the things that seems to amaze people is how easy it is to use fresh yeast. I don’t believe in adding sugar and warm water to yeast to ‘activate it’ before using it – inevitably I find people add water that is way too hot, which will leave you with a sticky mess, and anyway none of this is necessary. All you need to do is rub the yeast into the flour using your fingers, just as if you are making a crumble. If you do have to resort to dried yeast, treat it in exactly the same way but reduce the quantity to 7g (¼oz) of dried yeast for every 10g (⅓oz) of fresh yeast called for in the recipe.


Water – I use tap water in all my recipes (at room temperature). If you have a water filter even better. Frankly I don’t see any benefit in using bottled water, which has probably been sitting inside glass for a few years – I like to drink it, yes, but, for breadmaking, I wouldn’t bother.


Salt – use sea salt, rather than processed ‘table salt’ which goes through a refining process, may have anti-caking chemicals added, and has a more aggressive taste. I know there is a lot of angst about the salt content in bread these days, but a certain amount of salt is important to the body, and good sea salt in bread stabilizes the fermentation, improves the colour and flavour, and helps keep it fresher for longer. In some parts of the world, like Tuscany, they traditionally eat bread made with no salt, but to me it is like eating a steak that hasn’t been seasoned properly. If you want to reduce the level of salt, of course you can, but the results won’t be as good.
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bread talk


Every baker has his own terms and expressions. These are mine:


Working the dough – the kneading technique that most people are taught in Britain is quite different from the one we use in France, which is all about getting air and life into the dough. So, instead of using the word ‘kneading’ (which sounds too harsh) I prefer to talk about working the dough.
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