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To my bread tasters:

Mom, Andy, Jill, Mary, Sally,

Dan, Brandy, Ally, Appie, and

Momo (as long as the bread had butter on it).

I hope it wasn’t too much trouble.
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Introduction

The goal of this book is simple: I want everyone with the desire to bake bread to be able to read the instructions contained within and create a bakery-quality loaf of bread on your first try—no matter if this is the first or fiftieth attempt at doing so. I fully appreciate the monumental challenge inherent in this objective; however, at the same time, I recognize that this goal is wholly achievable so long as one key ingredient is present: detailed, step-by-step instructions with plenty of photos that describe and depict not only what to do but what you should be thinking about, anticipating, smelling, feeling, and ultimately, tasting as you bake great bread.

My conviction for creating this book arose because of what I encountered during my pursuit to create the best of the best pain di mie, baguettes, ciabatta, focaccia, brioche, and challah, along with many others varieties of bread. I had read the classics, which are nothing less than an absolute necessity for any baker aspiring to advance her skills. But aside from that, those same books are almost universally geared toward individuals with an already existing base of knowledge. And all too often the descriptions and instructions, along with a general lack of photos and other visuals that make life for the beginner easier, left out certain steps or explanations that play an enormous role in the baking process for the beginner. For the new student, these often overlooked and underdiscussed steps are, in fact, some of the most important to a complete understanding of the topic or discipline at hand.

As a result, I was forced to continuously refer to many books at once and scour the Internet to find out exactly what the authors meant or try to figure out what the authors omitted from their text. In the end, I was able to piece together the puzzle to create bakery-quality bread in my home, but not without a great number of overproofed, underbaked, and flat-out disastrous loaves, which necessarily included more than a healthy dose of frustration and disappointment—and to be completely honest, some not-so-repressed hostility toward the so-called experts.

But as with many things in life, out of tragedy comes triumph. And so blossomed the idea for this book—much like a perfectly prepared boule springs up in the oven during its first few minutes of baking, expanding to its full, magnificent capacity, bringing to life the baker’s signature score. My intent is to demonstrate in one single book what you’ll need to know to make and master great bread now, without having to play musical books with what’s already been written. Then once you digest all of this, you’ll be able to utilize books from the great bakers, taking full advantage of their expertise and foresight in advancing bread baking and moving your bread baking to the next spectacular level.

And by the time your first loaf has completely cooled on the rack and you take that first bite, you will no doubt experience a state of bread-induced nirvana that, if you’re anything like me, will become contagious. I must warn you though, as there is one downside to all of this: You’ll need to find a steady group of family, friends, or even strangers to help you eat all the bread you’ll produce, because I can guarantee that you won’t be able to stop after creating just one impeccable loaf.

With that in mind, I wish you many smiles, endless clouds of flour in the air, and crispy crusts galore as you venture forth on your journey of creating world-class bread whenever you want, wherever you want.
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SECTION ONE

Ingredients and Equipment

WHEN I FIRST BEGAN BAKING BREAD, I’D quickly look at the ingredients and make a list in my head of the tools I’d likely need, then jump right into mixing without much thought for what the ingredients did or how the equipment helped—or hurt—the bread baking process. I had no idea that the ingredients and equipment made a difference in the end result, and more to my surprise, none of the cookbooks I was using said all that much about them either. It wasn’t until I opened a cookbook on professional baking that I realized my mistake. It didn’t take more than a few minutes of flipping through the pages to realize just how important— and scientifically technical—using the right ingredients and equipment are to the bread-baking process. I learned in rapid fashion that in the world of baking, knowledge truly is power.

The fact of the matter is that the right ingredients and equipment are the building blocks upon which every other instruction in this book—and all books, for that matter—are based. I cannot overstate the importance of understanding the nature of the ingredients and tools that are part and parcel of the baking process. If you follow in my footsteps, there’s no doubt you’ll have more than a few of those “a-ha moments” as you delve into this world.


Ingredients

Flour

Like me, you might have once thought, or continue to think, that flour is flour, and that’s that. This flawed thinking could not be farther from the truth. Flour is a science unto itself, and the sooner you come to terms with that as a baker, the closer you will be to producing bakery quality bread on your first attempt.

Although flour can come from many sources, such as rice and potatoes, we will be concentrating our discussion on wheat flour, mainly because it serves as the basis for the vast majority of the centuries-old recipes that we’re all so familiar with—from baguettes to brioche.

And although it would be easy to become lost in the agricultural science behind wheat flour, we’re going to avoid that and concentrate on the one factor that will impact your bread baking the most: gluten content.

Gluten is a two-component protein, composed of glutenin, which provides elasticity, and gliadin, which adds extensibility, or resistance to stretching. These two components work together in balance to create structure within the dough, which in turn provides the framework for gas to become trapped within the dough. The internal structure and the gas that is trapped within the dough produce—if everything else falls into place—what bakers call a nice “crumb.” The crumb is simply the technical name for the inside of the bread, as opposed to the “crust,” which is the outside of the loaf of bread. For our purposes, we will focus on gluten content for the type of flour most commonly used in bread baking: bread flour.

By definition, bread flour possesses a gluten content of around 11%–13%. (For the sake of comparison, cake flour contains has 6%–9% gluten content and all-purpose flour is in the vicinity of 8%–12%). Bread will certainly rise and bake with lesser gluten content flour, but the rise may be so slight that the baking part produces something more akin to a flatbread than to a nicely raised loaf of Italian bread.
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If you cannot determine the gluten content of the flour from the labeling on the package, don’t be shy; call the flour mill. If it’s a quality organization, the customer service representatives will be able to provide you with everything you wanted to know and more about their products.










It is important to note that whole wheat flour possesses a very high gluten content—14%–16%. However, the hulls contained in the whole wheat flour tend to sever gluten strands, making the gluten less effective. Because of this, when whole wheat bread is made, a portion of the flour is typically bread flour, or at a minimum, all-purpose flour. The addition of the higher-gluten (and hull-less) bread or all-purpose flour helps to preserve the integrity of the gluten in the overall recipe. This will aid in creating volume in the loaf, along with a lighter crumb, or internal structure. Without out the addition of the non-whole wheat flour, the loaf of bread will be ultra dense.
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Not all bread flour is created equal. Although bread flour is the term used for the higher gluten flour used in bread baking, the percentage of gluten is not standardized across different brands.







Yeast

Yeast is the giver of life to bread. Without it you’ll have nothing but a concoction of flour, water, and salt that, when baked, will taste like nothing more than a random concoction of flour, water, and salt. Sure, it will have nutrients and could keep you alive in a pinch, but let’s be clear, it’s not what most of us picture in our minds when we envision bread just out of the ovens at the bakery.

What is yeast? It’s a microorganism that’s part of the fungi family and contains over a dozen enzymes that help to reduce carbohydrates into useable forms. Yeast produces carbon dioxide and alcohol. The former inflates the internal structure created from the gluten while the latter burns off during baking. Temperature, moisture, oxygen, and the nutrient source all determine how well the yeast will thrive. (Although I could devote an entire chapter, if not book, to the physiology of yeast, further elaboration would most likely cause you to close this book and use it as a wedge under a wobbly table or chair. If you’d like to learn more about yeast, I suggest obtaining a good book on food science, which will provide you with a more thorough explanation.)

Yeast can be purchased in three varieties: fresh, active, and instant.

Fresh yeast is preferred by many old-school bakers who started their careers with fresh yeast—because it was the only type available—and continue to tout its superiority to this day. There are many newer bakers who subscribe to this position as well. For the home baker, though, it’s somewhat of a nuisance to deal with because of its shorter shelf life and the fact that its ability to produce gas diminishes with age. Because of this, the other two types of yeast are more suited for the home baker.




Store your yeast in an airtight container to maximize its life.







Active dry yeast is yeast in a granular form. Active dry yeast must be combined with water, or proofed, to activate it prior to adding it to the rest of the ingredients. The reason for this is due to the fact that active dry yeast is coarse in texture, so if it were simply added to the rest of the ingredients, it would not dissolve properly. Proofing it with water allows the yeast to dissolve so that it can do what it’s supposed to do in the dough. Plus, it’s a great way to check to see if the yeast is still usable.




How to Proof Active Dry Yeast: Heat approximately 100 grams of water to 110°F. Add the yeast called for in the recipe to the water, then stir the yeast so that it dissolves in the water. Allow the yeast and water mixture to sit for approximately ten minutes. At that point, the mixture will look foamy. This means that your yeast is properly proofed and ready to be combined with the other ingredients. Note: The 100 grams of water must be subtracted from the total amount of water in the recipe, since this will be added to the rest of the ingredients.







Although bakers worldwide will argue over this point until time eternal, instant dry yeast, which is the finest in texture of all the yeasts, is the yeast of choice for our purposes mainly because of its ease of use. It stores well in the freezer and can last up to several months. More important, it can be added directly to the flour rather than having to proof it beforehand (although you can proof this type in water prior to adding to the rest of the ingredients if it makes you feel more confident). The reason it does not need to be proofed is because it is finer in texture than active dry yeast so it readily dissolves in the dough. On top of this, and largely as a result of advances in food manufacturing, the quality of instant dry yeast is high and works as well as the other two types with much less fuss.
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Converting Active to Instant Dry Yeast in a Recipe: Since recipes calling for fresh yeast are rare (and it’s hard to come by in a store), here’s how to convert a recipe between active and instant dry yeast if you have one on hand but a recipe calls for the other. To convert from active to instant, multiply the active yeast amount by .75 (e.g., 12 grams active yeast × .75 = 9 grams of instant yeast). To convert from instant to active yeast, multiply the instant yeast amount by 1.33 (e.g., 12 of instant yeast × 1.33 = 15.96 (round up to 16) grams of active yeast).







Salt

Salt serves four purposes in bread baking: one, it adds flavor (just don’t overdo it); two, it helps to prevent yeast from blooming out of control (although once dissolved and dispersed throughout the dough, it’s impact on yeast development is reduced); three, it aids in retaining the quality of the bread (it’s a wonderful preservative—think salt cod!); and four, it helps to strengthen gluten (hooray, gluten!). For these reasons, it’s essential that salt be included in the bread-baking equation.

With its importance established, it’s prudent to discuss the different types of salt that can be used. There are two choices for most people: granular iodized sea salt or kosher salt. Both will achieve the desired result, but because the sea salt is much finer, it will distribute much more easily within the dough. Because of this, all of the recipes in this book will use sea salt. But if you are partial to kosher salt, then by all means use it.

Water

Let’s face it: bread would not exist without water. In fact, it serves three major, and indispensible, purposes: One, It’s required for gluten to form; two, it dissolves other ingredients (i.e., yeast, salt, sugar, etc.); and three, it’s necessary for yeast fermentation.

There are two main concerns when it comes to water. The first is that when possible, every baker should use filtered water. For the professional, high-volume baker, this is a difficult, and if attempted, extremely costly, endeavor. But for the home baker, there is little reason not to use filtered water in the bread-baking process. Certainly, it may not be always possible to taste a difference if filtered or unfiltered water is used, but from a mental perspective, isn’t it reassuring to know that you’ve done all you could to remove as many impurities from your water source as possible. More specifically, though, is the fact that heavily chlorinated water may impede the development of necessary microorganisms in natural leavens like sourdough. Filtering will help to deter this. Another way to avoid overchlorination is to leave water to sit overnight in a container; this causes chlorine to disperse, thus alleviating the problem.




Very hard water may retard yeast activity and gluten development, while soft water may cause dough to be overly sticky.










For the sake of economy, don’t use bottled water. Purchase a pitcherfilter, use one of the spigot mounted ones, or if you happen to have a refrigerator equipped with one, draw your water from there. It will save you money that you can better spend on purchasing high-quality flour, eggs, olive oil, and other ingredients.







But beyond the world of filtration, the amount of water in a recipe, which for most breads ranges from 66%–75% or more by weight, determines the quality of the crumb—i.e., big holes versus little ones as well as texture. On top of that, water is essential in the creation of steam emanating from the dough, which helps to produce a wonderful crust. Those are tough arguments to overcome.

Sugar

As much as I love sugar, I do realize that it has its place in bread baking, and that place is rather limited. In fact, it most often finds its home in what is called enriched dough—dough that incorporates fat or sugar in its recipe; however, other dough sometimes utilizes it in rather small amounts.

Sugar serves two main purposes. It is used to sweeten dough, and it can add color to the crust. However, the latter is not as straightforward as it might appear. In order to achieve the proper degree of browning, a fine balance must exist between too little and too much sugar. In fact, sugar’s impact on the color of the crust occurs when the total sugar content in the recipe is between 5%–10% by weight. And because of its effect on browning the crust, dough containing sugar must be baked at lower temperatures—generally 350°F–375°F— than dough that does not contain sugar. If you bake it at a higher temperature, the top of the crust will brown before the loaf is fully baked, and the bottom of the loaf may burn.
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Pain de Mie, one type of bread that benefits from sugar.




Beside reducing oven temperature, another way to avoid burning the bottom of a sugar-enriched loaf of bread is to bake it on a sheet pan. This will help to insulate the dough and keep its temperature in the right range to avoid burning.










While some claim that sugar is a source of food for yeast, this is not justified. As it so happens, adding too much sugar can reduce yeast activity, and yeast obtains most of its nutrition from the sugar content of the flour in which it’s been incorporated.







You have two choices when it comes to which sugar to use: granulated white sugar or cane sugar. The granulated sugar is much finer than the cane sugar for the most part. However, the flavor of the cane sugar is better. The downside to the cane sugar is that because it is coarser than granulated sugar, it doesn’t dissolve as readily. However, in my opinion, the taste is so much better that it trumps the dissolving issue.




As with all ingredients, use organic products when possible. Sure, you may not taste the difference, but isn’t it reassuring to know that the quality of your ingredients matches the quality—and quantity—of the effort you’re expending to create the bread? Plus, there’s no question that it’s healthier. Enough said.







Fat

Fat, like sugar, is most often found in enriched dough; however, just like with sugar, it is used in smaller amounts in other types of dough. Fat, in the form of butter, oil, lard, egg yolks, etc., helps to increase bread volume by improving gas retention in the dough, aids in tenderizing the crumb, and acts as a preservative once the dough is baked. It also is a tremendous flavor enhancer, adds nutritional value, and if egg yolks are brushed on top of a loaf of bread, as is common with breads like brioche and challah, it helps to impart color to the crust. (Just like with sugar, you’ll need to lower the oven temperature.)
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Brioche after scaling. The golden color comes from the large percentage of butter incorporated into the dough.

Milk

Milk serves several purposes in bread baking: it adds moisture, it increases nutritional value, and when brushed on the surface of the dough, it helps to caramelize the crust. However, there’s a catch to using milk. If you are going to incorporate milk in yeast-based bread, you must heat the milk to above 190°F (and then let it cool down) before adding it to the rest of the ingredients. Doing so will cause serum protein in the milk, which has a negative impact on gluten development, to break down. This will allow the gluten to develop to its full potential. But there is another option if you don’t want to heat the milk. Instead, use dry milk and replace the liquid component of the milk with some of the water from the recipe. Problem solved.


Equipment

Although the right equipment does not a recipe make, having the right items on hand can definitely make life easier in the home bakery. And the fact is that it’s highly likely that if you cook or bake at home, you already own most of the equipment you’ll need to produce high-quality bread in the comfort of your own kitchen. On top of that, the items that you may not have and will need to purchase are not expensive when compared to much of the equipment necessary to cook fine-dining-quality meals. This frugality fits perfectly in line with what bread baking should be—getting a lot for very little.




Despite the fact that bread has in recent years become a meal in itself, it was historically a way to fill the belly with little stress on the pocketbook. There’s no reason that the equipment to produce the same should somehow require you to take out a second mortgage on your house.







But regardless of cost, having the proper equipment, understanding its value, and knowing how to use it will go a long way toward helping you create those picture-perfect and delightfully tasty loaves of bread you desire.

Ideally, here’s what you need:

Scale

The scale is by far the most important piece of equipment that a baker can own. Anyone who tells you otherwise—and I’m going out on a limb here—is a fool. Yes, a fool, and I don’t say this lightheartedly.

There’s a very good reason for my assertion. Scales give bakers accuracy and consistency. There is absolutely no way that you can measure—with a measuring cup, spoon, or otherwise—precisely the same amount of any one ingredient (and some are worse than others) every single time you intend to do so. The reason is because measuring with cups and spoons measures volume while measuring on a scale measures weight.
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Depending on whether you have a heavy or light hand in the flour bag, the difference in the amount of flour could be as much as an eighth cup. If this doesn’t sound like a lot, consider that if your recipe called for eight cups of flour. With a heavy hand, you could actually be putting an extra cup in the flour. The opposite holds true with a light hand. Also keep in mind that flour, and other ingredients, are compacted during packaging and transportation, which further complicates this issue.

Now that it’s clear that weighing ingredients is the way to go, the question then becomes what unit of measurement is best to use: grams or ounces. I, along with most professional bakers, prefer grams because you can monitor the amount in smaller increments—there are 453.59 grams in a pound whereas there are only sixteen ounces in the same quantity—thus making measuring more precise. If you’re getting the idea that precision is a critical component of bakery-quality bread baking, then you’re right on track to creating a wonderful loaf on your first try.




The importance of weighing can also be illustrated with the type of salt you use. When you compare granulated sea salt to kosher salt, sea salt is fine while kosher salt is much larger in size. This means that when you measure out a volume amount (i.e., teaspoon, tablespoon, etc.) of sea salt versus kosher salt, more sea salt will be in the measuring spoon than with the kosher salt. Because of this, it’s easy to comprehend how the weight difference between a tablespoon of sea salt and kosher salt could be 10 percent or more off. Extracting 10 percent of any one item from a recipe is going to result in exponentially less than perfect results.
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