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INTRODUCTION

Sourdough Boules

Swedish Rye Braid

Banana Walnut Bread

WANT TO KNOW A SECRET ABOUT BAKING BREAD? It’s really not difficult. All it takes are a few ingredients and a bit of time—and the end result is so worth it!

Start with a basic loaf of Farmhouse White or Butter-Top Bread to get the feel of mixing, kneading, and proofing dough. You’ll be amazed at how satisfying it is to see that lump of dough double in size right on your countertop. And who can resist the aroma of baking bread? It will take all of your self-control to wait for that loaf to cool before you break off a hunk of it.

After you master the basics, try a rustic and crusty artisan loaf or a wonderfully puffy pita bread. Before long, you’ll be impressing guests with braided ryes, better-than-restaurant-style breadsticks, and sticky, glorious pecan rolls. Here you’ll find one hundred delicious recipes, including:


	Hawaiian Bread

	French Baguette

	Marble Rye

	Corn Tortillas

	Poppy Seed Kaiser Rolls

	Brown Sugar–Apple Bread



If you have a bread machine, we’ve got you covered, with recipes ranging from white sandwich loaves to a decadent Bread Machine Chocolate-Marshmallow Bread. And of course you’ll find instructions for making your own Sourdough Starter—including a savory rye version.

Bread is the ultimate comfort food. Sharing a loaf of home-baked bread with family and friends is a delicious form of love—one that you can re-create over and over again. So keep practicing, and remember the best part about baking: plenty of homemade bread! Loaves and loaves of whole-wheat, white, sourdough, and rye breads plus sweet quick breads, schmear-worthy bagels, perfectly fluffy Parker House Rolls, and so much more. Now get baking!
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CHAPTER 1 Bread Basics


BAKING A GOOD LOAF OF BREAD IS PART SCIENCE AND PART MAGIC. If you have the ingredients (flour, yeast, salt, and water), a few tools (a bowl, a fork, a baking sheet, and an oven), and some time, you have all you need to get started on a bread making journey. The basics are easy to learn, but as you continue to practice, your skills will grow and you will find great satisfaction in creating magic in your own kitchen.

THE MAIN INGREDIENTS

There aren’t many ingredients in bread, but each one is vitally important. Understanding how each ingredient works will give you confidence as you start to bake bread. And you’ll be able to figure out what went wrong if a problem arises with your dough.

Flour

Flour provides the structure (or “crumb”) of the bread, and most of the bread’s nutritional value. Although other grains are used, wheat alone contains enough essential gluten proteins to make bread production possible. Wheat flour is created by cracking the grain and separating the different parts: bran, germ, and endosperm. The endosperm contains gluten.

Gluten proteins have unique properties that can change the consistency of a dough. When you add flour to water and knead it, the gluten proteins tighten and elasticize. As you continue to knead, the dough changes from a lumpy, goopy mess to a smooth, tight ball. The elasticity that develops is what makes the dough rise. As the gasses build up during fermentation, the dough stretches, and the gluten makes the dough strong enough to trap the gasses inside.

Other grains, such as rye, millet, buckwheat, and oats, also contain gluten proteins, but not nearly enough to create such a strong elastic form. You need to include wheat flour—at least 50 percent—in bread dough made with these flours.

White flour production removes and discards the fibrous bran and nutrient-rich germ, leaving only the inner endosperm, which consists of starch and gluten proteins. The endosperm is finely ground, enriched with nutrients, and bleached white.

Following are some of the common types of flour.


	
Bread flour is the preferred flour for bread making. It’s made from hard winter wheat that’s cultivated to have higher levels of gluten protein.

	
All-purpose flour is the kind most commonly found in American kitchens. The protein content is lower than that of bread flour, balanced by an equal amount of starch. You may use all-purpose flour in the beginning of bread recipes that require longer fermentation, because the higher starch content serves as food for the yeast.

	
Whole-wheat flour contains the bran and germ that is removed from white flour. Most large flour-production facilities make white flour first, then mix the bran and germ back in to create whole-wheat flour. Stone-ground whole-wheat flour is made by grinding the whole grain and keeping the flour parts together through the entire process.

	
Specialty wheat flours like semolina, spelt, and Kamut can be added to bread recipes to enhance flavor, texture, and nutritional value. However, they don’t contain enough gluten to be used as the sole grain in bread. They must be combined with wheat flour to make a proper loaf.

	
Cake flour has a high starch content and a very small amount of protein. It’s rarely used for bread. It is reserved for delicate pastry recipes that require a tender crumb.

	
Instant flour (Wondra) is a very finely ground flour that is precooked and dried so that it doesn’t clump when mixed into liquids. It’s most often used to thicken sauces or gravies.

	
Self-rising flour is all-purpose flour with baking soda and salt added for leavening. It should not be used for bread unless a recipe specifies its use.

	
Gluten flour, also known as vital wheat gluten, is an additive used to increase the protein content in recipes. It can also be added to all-purpose flour to create a substitute for bread flour.



Yeast

Yeast is what makes bread taste like bread. It provides the fragrance we smell when we pull loaves out of the oven. But more important, without yeast, our loaves would be less like bread and more like hockey pucks.

Yeast is a living organism that occurs naturally in the air all around us. It feeds on carbohydrates, and it prefers an environment that is warm and moist. When all the conditions are right, yeast in bread dough will feed and produce carbon dioxide and alcohol.

Bubbling foam on the surface of a mixture shows that yeast is working. As the carbon dioxide accumulates, the gluten proteins in the dough stretch, and the dough rises. Easily absorbed carbohydrates, like sugar or honey, begin to work with yeast quickly. Starches need more time to convert into sugar, so the process is slower.

Because yeast is alive, it can be killed. This happens eventually in the oven, but it can happen prematurely if care is not taken. Here are some things to think about when working with yeast:


	Warm water is recommended to get yeast started, but anything over 110°F will kill it. You should be able to easily hold your finger in the warm water. That will make it slightly above body temperature (98.6°F).

	
Bread needs salt for flavor, and a touch of salt keeps the fermentation process in check. But adding too much salt or letting the salt come into direct contact with the yeast can stop fermentation altogether.

	Excessive sugar added directly to the yeast sends it into a feeding frenzy and leaves little fuel for later in the fermentation process. When making a sweet bread, the increased amount of sugar must be added in stages so it doesn’t shock the yeast.



The recipes in this book call for active dry yeast, which is the most readily available yeast in markets today. It is sold in bulk and also in premeasured 0.25-ounce envelopes, which measure 1 ¾ teaspoons each. There are other options, however. Quick-rise yeast is fed large amounts of phosphorus and ammonia, which speeds its activity by 50 percent. Instant yeast is coated with ascorbic acid and sugar for immediate activation. Bread machine yeast is covered in ascorbic acid and flour for easy absorption, and can be used interchangeably with active dry yeast for most recipes.

Compressed yeast, also known as fresh cake yeast, is the yeast preferred by professionals. It is perishable and, if refrigerated, will keep for about a week. It may also be frozen for several months.

Fresh yeast has a superior flavor, and it can be used instead of active dry yeast (0.06 ounces fresh is equivalent to 0.25 ounces active dry) in the recipes in this book. If you are interested in baking with fresh yeast, try buying a 1-pound block from a local artisan baker. Cut it into sixteen cubes and freeze loose in a zip-top bag. Pull out 1-ounce-sized blocks as you need them.

Water

In order for the yeast to absorb nutrients, water must be present. Water can be straight from the tap, bottled, filtered, or purified. Milk, juice, tea, coffee, and eggs are sometimes added in place of all or a portion of the water needed.

Salt

The number one reason that salt is added to any type of recipe is flavor. Salt also plays a chemical role in baking yeast bread: It attracts water. When water is attracted to salt, there is less available for the yeast. Most dough can withstand salt up to about 2 percent before the effect becomes detrimental.

Salt also helps toughen gluten by inhibiting enzymes that soften protein, which protects the gluten protein from destruction. Dough made without salt will be slack or mushy, and fermentation will be rapid and unstable. Bread made without salt will have less structure and a bland, overly yeasty, fermented flavor.

Too much salt will prevent the yeast from feeding, causing little if any rise. The dough’s texture will be tight, and flavor will be too salty. The right amount of salt for optimal outcome is also the precise amount needed to make bread taste good.


Sugar

Sugar is the preferred source of food for yeast, because it is easiest for the yeast to consume. Other sweeteners that contain glucose also work well as a sweetener and yeast food, including honey, date sugar, agave syrup, cane syrup, and maple syrup. Sugar is also converted from the starch in flour, which takes a little longer.

Sugar, like salt, attracts water. The ability to hold water keeps a sweet bread moist days longer than a sugar-free bread. Larger amounts of sugar will inhibit fermentation by keeping the water away from where it needs to be. In bread recipes with a large amount of sugar, it must be added in stages to prevent disruption in fermentation.

When sugar is cooked, it caramelizes. You can see this in the color of a crust. If two bread recipes are made identically, but one is made with sugar and one without, the crust of the sugar-free dough will be noticeably pale. It takes a surprisingly small amount of sugar to brown a crust, which is why most recipes contain at least a teaspoon or two.

Fat

Fat moistens bread, tenderizes the crumb, and prolongs the shelf life. A lean, fat-free dough like a French baguette will begin to stale as soon as it cools, and it will last less than a day before drying out. A rich dough containing fat remains soft and moist for twice as long.

Fat also slows fermentation. It makes the dough heavier, which limits the stretch of the gluten and prevents large pockets of carbon dioxide from forming during fermentation. Without these large pockets, the finished bread has smaller holes (a tighter crumb). Fat—including butter, milk, cream, sour cream, cheese, nut butters, and eggs—is added usually after the yeast is proofed, but before the main quantity of flour is added.


TECHNIQUES FOR SUCCESS

The ingredients are important, but it’s also important to follow the proper order of mixing and kneading to create a successful bread.

Mixing

Mixing should be done in a large bowl to prevent overflow. A dinner fork is the best tool for the initial mixing. It works better than a spoon to incorporate ingredients thoroughly. As soon as the dough holds together, it should be turned out onto a lightly floured work surface for kneading.

Kneading

Kneading is the most important step in bread making. This is when the gluten is created, and the dough becomes capable of holding the carbon dioxide that is built up during fermentation. There are many ways to knead, and you’ll find your own personal style. The most important thing to keep in mind is to keep the dough moving around the table. Some bakers fold and press; others lift and slap; others roll and drop. As long as the dough is kept moving for 8–10 minutes, any method will work.

An electric standing mixer with a hook can do the work for you. An angled screw-shaped hook is the best type of hook—it encourages the dough to slide off and slap the edge of the bowl with each rotation. This method is mostly hands-off, but you may need to stop the machine and scrape the dough off the hook once in a while.

When dough is kneaded, it transforms from a slack, lumpy dough to a tight, smooth one. After 8–10 minutes, the dough should be tight and elastic, and it should spring back into shape when poked or stretched. If it doesn’t, rest the dough for 5 minutes and check it again. It’s possible to overknead (although it is difficult to do by hand). Overkneaded dough looks much like the underkneaded dough, lumpy and rough. The difference is that the overkneaded dough will feel tight, not slack.

Most measurements for flour are given as a range, such as 4–5 cups. This is because bread baking is an inexact science, and the amount of flour a particular recipe will require depends on several variables, including air temperature, ingredient temperature, humidity, measurement accuracy, and the type of flour. There is only one sure way to know how much is enough, and that is by looking and feeling. The dough should be smooth and soft, but not sticky, and not so tough that it’s hard to knead.

The last cup of flour should be added slowly, a little at a time, as the dough is kneaded. Let each addition work in completely before determining if more is necessary. Adding a little flour at a time prevents the over-addition of flour, which makes dough tough and hard to knead and results in a dry finished product.


Fermentation

Once the dough is kneaded, it must be put up to rise, or double. This step is called fermentation, and it is when the yeast begins feeding and consequently releases carbon dioxide. If you’ve kneaded properly, that gas will be trapped within the dough, and the bread will rise.

Certain things control fermentation. Yeast likes warmth, so the more warmth you provide (up to about 100°F), the faster the yeast will create gas. Set a bowl of dough on a sunny windowsill or near a warm oven, and it will double in about an hour. Stored in the refrigerator, the dough will rise slowly, over a period of 8–10 hours. The slower, chilled method is ideal for busy cooks who may not have time to make a dough from start to finish in any one day.

Forming

Before a loaf can be baked, it must first be formed. Each recipe in this book includes a suggestion for form, but most doughs can easily be made in a variety of shapes.

When you form a loaf, the dough should be tight, smooth, and free of air pockets. This is achieved by rolling, flattening, and folding. Forming should be done fairly quickly, because fermentation will continue until the dough is baked. As the dough sits, gasses build, gluten relaxes, and the loaf will lose its shape.

Braiding

Some of the breads in this book are formed into braided shapes, usually using three strands. Bread braiding instructions are written in code. Each strand is numbered from left to right, and instructions indicate strand numbers passing over one another. For example, a three-strand braid is numbered 1, 2, and 3 from left to right. The instructions start with “1 over 2.” This means that the outer left strand is lifted up and over the middle strand, and nestled between the middle strand and the far right strand. Now, the strands are renumbered so that they still read 1, 2, and 3 from left to right, even though strand 2 used to be strand 1. The next instruction is “3 over 2,” which means the outer right strand is lifted up and over the middle strand, and nestled between the outer left and middle strands. This pattern is repeated to the end of the strand, tightening the strands toward the end. Pinch the dough together to finish off the end.


THE BAKING PROCESS

In the heat of the oven, several events take place. They don’t happen simultaneously, but slowly, each peaking at certain temperatures.


	
Gas Expands. In the oven, a loaf will puff up quickly within a few minutes. This expansion pushes the dough up and raises the bread until the proteins solidify and form a crust.

	
Proteins Solidify. Heat causes the chains of amino acids to tighten, altering the structure of the protein and creating the structure of bread as we know it. The most common proteins present in bread include gluten, egg, and dairy proteins.

	
Sugars Caramelize. Heat melts sugar and turns it brown in a process called caramelization. The higher the heat, the faster the caramelization takes place. Rolls can be baked at high temperatures, because heat will penetrate to the center quickly, usually before the crust caramelizes. In a large loaf, more time is required for the heat to penetrate to the center and cook. Unless the temperature is lowered, the crust will be well browned long before the loaf is ready.

	
Fats Melt. Fats melt and liquefy in the oven, which allows them to be absorbed and add flavor to bread. If butter is not fully incorporated, either by accident or on purpose, it will melt away, leaving an air pocket, as in a flaky croissant.

	
Water Evaporates. A properly cooked loaf will be lighter in weight after baking because the water has evaporated. The hollow sound we listen for when determining whether a loaf is done is the echo from the hollow spaces that were once filled with water.

	
Starches Gelatinize. Just as cornstarch can thicken a sauce, natural starch in flour will thicken when moistened and heated. This thickening plays a major role in creating the texture of the finished crumb. Starch gives structure while remaining flexible and soft. Without starch, bread would be hard and tough.



Doneness

Recipes provide a cooking time, but the actual time it takes to completely bake a loaf can vary. The only sure way to judge doneness is by sight and feel. A finished loaf should be golden brown in color, feel lighter coming out than it was going in, and make a hollow sound when thumped on the bottom. The internal temperature should be in the range of 200°F–210°F when cooked through.


BREAD MAKING TOOLS

Although it is possible to spend a fortune on fancy baking equipment, it is not necessary. There are only four pieces of essential equipment: a bowl, a fork, a pan, and an oven. However, there are hundreds of variations on those simple elements from which to choose.

Pans

Most breads can be baked on a simple baking sheet or sheet pan. The best are made of heavy aluminum and have a ½" rim. Some breads require a loaf pan. Heaviest is best, made from glass, ceramic, thick aluminum, or cast iron. These materials hold and spread heat evenly, and reduce the chance of a burned crust.

Some chefs use baguette pans, which look like a pleated or folded baking sheet with a groove for each loaf. The shape is rounded to promote a rounded baguette. These pans are not necessary, but for large batches, they help to ensure uniformly shaped loaves.

Parchment Paper

Parchment paper is an indispensable tool. Used as a pan liner, parchment paper makes it easy to remove a finished loaf from the pan. It also promotes even browning and uniform texture of the crust. Parchment is also useful for wrapping and storing finished breads.

Baskets

European cane baskets, called bannetons or brotformen, can be used to ferment bread. They promote an even, uniform bowl shape, which is higher and rounder than a loaf proofed flat on a baking sheet. Some of these baskets are lined with linen, which needs less flour to prevent sticking. Breads are turned out of the baskets onto a baking sheet before going into the oven.

Baking Racks

If bread is allowed to cool without a rack, condensation will form underneath, which results in a soggy bottom crust. A rack allows air to circulate underneath, releasing steam and evaporating any condensation for a dry, crisp crust.
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