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TO MAMA TAZ (K. CLARK OF THE MILFORD TRACK, LITTLE ROCK, AR). YOU SET THE BENCHMARK FOR A BALANCED TEMPERAMENT IN THE PROFESSIONAL KITCHEN. I’M SO GLAD YOU GAVE A KID A CHANCE. THANK YOU, K.
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INTRODUCTION



NEW GUY IN TOWN





As you cut into the first Bien Cuit bread you bake, you will know this is a different kind of loaf. The crust is dark as old mahogany. Next comes a rasping sound as the knife slices into the crust, like a woodsman’s handsaw on a piece of oak. The inside—bakers call it the crumb—will be airy, slightly moist, and dense at the same time. Inhale the aroma; it will be yeasty as a mug of dark brown ale and maybe a little nutty, like a pecan pie cooling by an open window. Take a bite. Chances are you will get more of that nuttiness, the tang of fermented grain, the scent of an orchard in late September, and a hard-to-pin-down aroma that might be rye, might be wheat, walnuts, or raisins or, equally likely, all of the above. Zachary Golper’s bread combines ingredients in a way that brings out seductive flavors, some pronounced, some nuanced, and as complex, in their way, as the flavors and aromas of another fermented food: fine wine.


I first discovered Zachary Golper’s bread three years ago as I was biking home from Brooklyn’s Prospect Park on a fine spring day. I noticed a new bakery two blocks from my house. “Bien Cuit,” the sign read, a phrase the French use to describe the darkest, crunchiest loaves, baked to the point of perfection. To create bread that achieves this elusive status, Zachary walks a gustatory high wire between burnt ruination and delicious elegance.


As soon as I’d taken a few steps into Bien Cuit’s spare, brick-walled storefront, I was gobsmacked by the almost inebriating aroma of yeast and toasted grain wafting from the oven. It looked and felt like something bien was definitely happening here. A display case held stacks of gnarly loaves in various shades of brown: deeply golden baguettes, chestnut tones for the country bread and darker, earthen hues for the Raisin Walnut Bread. Self-effacingly tucked off to one side, as if to say, “I don’t need to strut my stuff,” was Zachary’s miche: three pounds of dense, crusty, dark bread that would win the heart of the neighborhood and later the business of many of New York’s most demanding chefs. It is killer.


Zachary’s journey is the story of a pilgrimage alongside some of the world’s most accomplished bakers, who took this hardworking prodigy under their wings to share the secrets of their craft. Many of the breads that follow are inspired by the lessons learned in his travels and apprenticeships. A gifted artisan, Zachary has stood on the shoulders of these giants of baking to invent his own signature techniques and new breads.


For many, the hardest part of becoming a home baker is getting over the initial hump of starting out—dough that’s too sticky, too much flour all over the kitchen, too many hard-to-clean bowls. If you have felt this way, you’ll be pleasantly surprised by Zachary’s recipes. Almost all of the following doughs were made on the limited counter space of a New York apartment kitchen. As for the fear of flour flying everywhere, put that worry aside. It won’t happen. Most of the mixing is done in a large bowl, and the kneading and shaping on a lightly floured counter—no expensive stand mixer required.


All of the breads in this book are mixed the way a thousand generations of people have done it: by hand. The process is efficient, surprisingly quick, and cleanup afterward is a lot easier than if you use a mixer. Likewise, kneading and shaping by hand are both relatively quick operations. And perhaps more importantly, they give you an intimate experience of how a dough develops, allowing you to learn to feel when a dough has reached the right point for baking.


In watching Zachary work, I have come to realize that the actual baking part of the bread-making process is just the last step—and, all things considered, probably not the most important one. Putting a loaf in the oven and taking it out later requires no great skill. Rather, it is in the art of fermentation—the interaction of yeast, grain, and water—that Zachary’s mastery of his craft never ceases to impress me. If there is one distinguishing element in his baking, it is his commitment to long, cold fermentation. He says it was the single most important discovery in his career. Letting yeast do its work for a long time is the only way to develop full flavor.


Wheat ferments at one rate, rye ferments at another, and buckwheat at yet another. The amount of water, milk, or cream can accelerate or slow the process. When Zachary combines any of these elements to create a new bread, he’s like an orchestra conductor pulling out different themes over the course of a performance. Yet his goal is always the same: to control the process that’s responsible for the deep, complex flavor of great bread. All of the fermenting ingredients have to reach their peak of flavor at the same time, just before the dough goes into the oven. You need to have baked legions of loaves to gauge when things are going well; then you can just feel it. The recipes in this book will allow you to benefit from Zachary’s experience. Following instinct—and a lot of trial and error—he has determined what goes into each dough and at what stage of fermentation.


Figuring out the right combination at the right time demands the kind of exacting skill that only comes with native talent and endless practice. There is a dizzying amount of theory and “breadspeak” that Zachary could, at the drop of a hat, use to explain a loaf, but you don’t need a PhD in breadology to bake these breads. Just follow the recipes, and you’ll find that Zachary has blazed the trail for you and marked every step along the way.




“IN THIS BOOK, YOU WILL EXPLORE BOTH AN HOMAGE TO TRADITION AND THE EXCITEMENT OF INVENTION.”





In this book, you will explore both an homage to tradition and the excitement of invention. For example, not satisfied with the contemporary state of the New York bagel (supersized and tasteless) or the meal-in-a- loaf known as Sicilian prosciutto bread, Zachary and I have searched high and low through the ethnic enclaves and old-time neighborhoods of New York as part of a research effort that ended with what he imagines these classics want to be. His bagels are the best I have tasted in decades. These Bread Quests will appear from time to time in the book and will enable you to become a full-fledged bagel bender, lard bread laborer, or Kaiser roll king.


Equally exciting for me, right alongside Zachary’s reinvention of classics, he conjures up his new “gastronomic” breads, which are much more than just something to stick in bread baskets to fill people up between courses. As much as he is a baker, Zachary thinks like a chef, challenging himself to create and reinforce flavors the way a fine-dining demigod accents nuances of tastes, textures, aromas to create a meal that’s a memorable experience. Whole grains, nuts, fruits, port wine, oatmeal, pears, apricots, bourbon, carrots, parsnips, honey, grapes, figs—all have their place in Zachary’s breads. In a recent creative burst, he invented a dozen breads—all of them in this book—by fermenting and combining ingredients in ways that no one has ever tried before.
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So how should you use this book? By all means read through the introductory pages. They truly set forth Zachary’s approach to bread, present key techniques that are repeated throughout the book, and specify equipment that will make you more efficient and tidy. If you want to bake with sourdough—the most ancient and often the most flavorful form of leavening—you might get going on his Sourdough Starter (which takes twenty-four days minimum), then go back and work your way through other recipes that don’t require as much fermentation. Some experts may tell you that you can create a good sourdough starter in seven days. Don’t believe them. Give your starter time to develop, and you’ll assuredly notice the satisfying difference immediately.


In this time when the term “artisan” is tossed about wantonly, you might skip over it as meaningless marketing jargon. But Zachary Golper is a devoted artisan and creative spirit who has spent years—and thousands of hours of trial, error, and triumph—developing the breads in this book, which are shared with home bakers for the first time in these pages.


Fire up your oven!


—Peter Kaminsky, Cobble Hill, Brooklyn, New York





BORN TO BAKE






My mother never tires of telling the story of how, when I was five, she gave me a paper plate and asked me to draw a picture of what I wanted to be when I grew up. I went to work on a portrait of my grown-up self wearing a chef’s coat, maybe in tribute to the Swedish Chef on The Muppet Show. Or perhaps the smell of bread at the Wonder Bread factory that I visited on a class trip had burrowed into my subconscious. (Or, in the way that dreams work, maybe it was a mash-up of the two.) In addition to the white coat, on my head I wore a tall chef’s toque, and in my hand I held a wad of dough. “Zach Dog,” I wrote by way of a caption. In later years, I wondered what that scene had to do with a dog, until one day my mother cleared up the mystery. “You were just learning to write, and D-O-G was your first-grader’s way of spelling ‘dough,’ ” she told me. “You wanted to be a baker!” If only I had listened to my inner child, I might have saved years of trying to find myself and been a baker from the get-go.


But that primal event was buried somewhere in my memory bank when I found myself in Oregon at age twenty, working on a three-hundred-acre organic farm. It was the turn of the millennium, and many of the people I was hanging out with before that move were certain that the world was going to end, or at least get shaken up pretty well. They were all stocking up on flashlights, bottled water, and food rations. For damn sure, they weren’t going to be caught napping when the trouble started. So I went to Oregon, not so much fleeing the apocalypse as trying to get away from the people who were readying for the Rapture. I didn’t believe any of that end-of-the-world stuff. I just wanted to move on—to connect with the land and to connect with myself in a way that I hadn’t yet.


The farm fit the bill. By night it was a meditation center and by day a certified and diversified organic farm. We grew grapes for local wineries, a half dozen varieties of Asian pears, and lots of apples, maybe thirty different kinds. The farm was the right place for me. I got pretty good at driving the tractor, although I preferred to work by hand, as did most of my farm mates. I mastered the rhythmic art of swinging a sickle. I learned how to store and pack fruits and vegetables so they would keep longer, and that onions and garlic have to stay dry or they’ll rot in the damp, bone-chilling fog that rises off the Umpqua River every day and descended on us every night, quite literally like a wet blanket. In time, I could judge how mature a fruit was by the color and texture of its skin. I could read how bountiful the yield from a certain tree might be, based on the strength of its branches.


Our goal at the farm was to work hard all day, then meditate a good part of the night, saving a few hours for sleep. I was good at the work part and fair at the sleep part, but I won no prizes as a meditator. That’s why, at 1 a.m. one morning when I should have been meditating, I was deep into a dream about bread that was so sensual it was borderline erotic. It felt real. As it turned out, that was because it was real. No question about it: I was awake and I smelled bread. Not dream bread—real bread. And with that sweet scent as a lullaby, I slipped back into slumber.
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This went on for days. But instead of growing accustomed to the smell of bread in the oven, I became more and more entranced by it. Nothing had ever haunted me so. Or, now that I think back, maybe fascination with bread had always been there in my soul, ready to be awakened.


So there I was in Oregon, living the meditation/organic farming lifestyle having given very little thought to where this was taking me. All I knew was that the sweet aroma of bread in the oven kept waking me, making it harder and harder to sleep. I wanted to be part of whatever middle-of-the-night ritual was being conducted just upwind from my room. Finally, I could no longer contain myself. I threw off my blanket and followed my nose. The aroma grew stronger, wrapped around me, and bore me uphill to where I came upon an ancient bread oven. It was situated in a “room” that consisted of a roof and no walls, yet the heat from the oven easily overcame the cold night air. Standing by the oven was a muscular guy with the strong back and hands of a bread baker and the lean muscularity that comes from lifelong manual labor. He reminded me of someone out of Walker Evans’s Dust Bowl photos. (I’ll call him Andres because he is a private man and will be pleased to remain undisturbed.)


Andres looked up. “What are you doing here?” he asked by way of faint welcome.


“Your baking has woken me every night for the past week,” I replied. “It’s amazing!”


Andres stood there without saying anything. Telling him that his bread smelled amazing was like telling him it was winter or that we were in Oregon. He knew that already. I took his silence as an invitation to explain myself.


“I guess I’d like to watch you work.”


“I'm not really interested in having anyone watch,” he said. “If you want to work, well that’s another story. You can do that, but you need to be here on my schedule, and if that means starting at 1 a.m. or 3 a.m. or whenever, remember: The bread is the boss. We make it when it’s ready to be made and the fire is right.”


“Deal,” I said, and I meant it. But true to form, I often slept well past the appointed hour.


Thankfully, Andres cut me some slack. Working at his side was like entering into a bread-making time machine. We made the dough in an unheated sheep barn by candlelight. “Electricity creates negative vibrations,” he said. He explained that bread dough is a living thing and that he wanted everything we did to come from a living thing. Philosophically, it made sense, but as I continued to spend chilly evenings with him, Andres’s New Age common sense seemed punishing. Even though we had a big Hobart mixer (the same model used in many commercial bakeries), Andres insisted that we mix the dough by hand. It was an arduous process. Picture yourself riding a bicycle through a patch of thick mud. That’s the same motion we made with our hands as we mixed flour, sourdough starter, and water. It was downright aerobic . . . and entrancing. After a few minutes, I would break a sweat and warm up, ready to shed my jacket. Cold? What cold?


After mixing, we would fold the dough and let it rest for half an hour. We repeated this three times, then left the dough to rest for many hours as the starter worked its sorcery, digesting starch and releasing carbon dioxide into the dough, causing it to rise.


Making dough turned out to be more time-consuming than I imagined. After three hours I was eager to bake and create that irresistible aroma that had first summoned me to Andres’s oven. “Not so fast,” he said. Andres was a proponent of long, cold fermentation.


As I would later learn when I worked with some of the top bakers in the world, fermentation is the heart of bread making. Making great bread is less about what happens in the oven than how you get the dough ready to bake. Sure, you start by mixing up a batch of dough with some fast-rising commercial yeast, pop it in the oven and, a few hours later, have some bread. But, the longer you allow things to ferment, the more complex and delicious the flavors will be. In order for that to happen, you have to slow down the process. An unheated sheep barn in the chilly Umpqua Valley fit the bill. So will your home refrigerator.


After mixing the dough and letting it ferment until it tripled in size, we were ready to shape it into loaves. The way Andres accomplished this deceptively simple- looking task was like a well-choreographed ballet starring two hands and a ball of dough. He was precise and elegant in his economy of motion and, like many great artists, he made his craft look easy. It wasn’t. It would be years before I could truly shape dough with confidence and precision.


We often worked from one in the morning until one in the afternoon, mixing, fermenting, and shaping loaves, then leaving them in a cold room to develop more flavor for another two and a half days. On the third day, the loaves were ready to bake. Andres would light the wood fire at 9 p.m., and typically about four hours later, the heat was just right. Finally, we began to bake, and soon I was swaddled in a cloud of bready perfume.


That experience changed my life. But I still hadn’t connected the dots from my first-grade drawing to my nights at Andres’s side to the vocation I would later take up. As I look back on my time on the farm, I can now see that there was something literally tapping at my soul. Bread making was calling to me, inviting me to become part of something that’s been around for generations and generations. But at that time, I had too much youthful wanderlust in me to listen to the inner voice that was urging me to bake.


An inner voice was telling me I had to go to Chile. I really didn’t know why, but something compelled me to make that journey—the same way Richard Dreyfuss had to get to Devils Tower in Close Encounters of the Third Kind. I spent the next two years on a South American odyssey. In Mexico, I learned to speak Spanish while I watched a friend’s dad drink himself into the grave. His downward spiral sent me a message that we are all here for a finite time, so you need to follow your heart. In Nicaragua I struck up a conversation with a grandmother who told me that, through all the years of war and terror, the thing she wanted most was to wake up and smell fresh mint in her garden. It took some time, but I made that garden for her. Then I breezed my way through Panama, Colombia, and Ecuador as a ranch hand, bartender, short-order cook—whatever it took to get me through the next day and eventually to the next step in my journey.


I finally made it to Chile, crossing the Atacama Desert on a rickety train that struggled up the mountains to Potosí, Bolivia (a legendary city that Cervantes singled out for its extraordinary riches). Much of the silver that Spain took from the New World came from these mountains whose ore—what little is left of it—is still mined by locals. It’s a dangerous profession. The miners start as young as eight years old, and not many make it into their thirties.


And then it happened—it being the same thing that drew me to Andres’s wood-fired oven. At 3 a.m. one morning there was that same siren smell of bread. I followed the aroma and came to a little shop. Inside, through the barred window, I saw a tiny, ancient, pale-skinned Native American woman covered from head to toe in traditional garb, leaving only her face and hands exposed. She was pulling perfectly shaped loaves from her oven, and they were very bien cuit.


Bear in mind that I hadn’t eaten any really good bread since I left the United States. It was all soft and kind of pasty, sort of like wannabe English muffins. From the Rio Grande to Tierra del Fuego, good bread is almost impossible to find. But somehow, in this city that claims to be the highest in the world, this woman, whose name I never learned, had mastered the bread baker’s art. She sold me a loaf. It cost less than a dime, but it was the real thing. The crust crackled like the bread from the best French boulangeries, and it tasted like it, too. Quite astonishing, all in all.


I realized then how much I missed good bread. And with that, I knew my travels were over. I returned to the United States and listened to that inner voice, the same one that guided my hand as a first-grader when I drew Zach and his “dog.” It had drawn me to Andres’s ovens and to that small bakeshop in Potosí.


And so I became a baker.
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LEARNING A CRAFT






As I look back on it, the way I make bread today owes much—I can’t overstate how much—to the teachers I had along the way. Each contributed to the breads we sell at Bien Cuit and to the recipes in this book.


ANDRES



First, of course, was Andres on the farm in Oregon. The only grain his breads contained was wheat, and they were marvelous. I have since begun using a mix of grains—mostly wheat, rye, and buckwheat—but I’m glad I started out with wheat and wheat alone. Bread, as we’ve come to know it, is primarily a wheat product. Learn the many facets of this grain and you will have learned much about what goes into the making of the best bread. Because of its uniquely strong capacity for developing gluten, nothing else can give bread such an airy crumb. The flavor is deep and nutty. Andres provided my first introduction to long, cold fermentation. I don’t know if he gave much thought to long versus rapid fermentation or to the virtues of cold temperatures. He made his bread in a cold room in a cold place because that’s the hand he was dealt. If he wanted it to ferment properly, he had no choice but to ferment it for a long time. This turned out to be just the right combination for what was—at that point—the very best bread I had ever tasted.


WILLIAM



A few years (and jobs) later, I found myself in Seattle working under William Leaman, a brilliant baker who would shortly bring great honor to American baking as captain of the winning team at the Coupe du Monde de la Boulangerie—the Super Bowl of bread making. His training, technique, and precision bear the hallmarks of his teachers, all of whom were classique French bakers and pastry chefs. Like a true French chef, the only way William wanted things done was his way, yet he didn’t so much explain what he wanted as tell you his goal and leave you to figure out how to get there. His recipes were the roughest of sketches, and from them he expected me to execute finished paintings. I knew that he wanted his bread to have a particular open crumb structure and a certain flavor, which he felt could only be achieved if the loaf was at least 70 percent white flour. He left the remaining mix of flours up to me.


By spending what seemed like a life sentence at the mixing bench and the oven, I began to understand the finer points of blending flours, mix times, dough temperatures, grades of flour, and managing oven temperatures. It was really hard work for which the reward was often a sarcastic remark. Happily, I was finally able to master his recipes and, tough as the whole process was, it made me a better baker. Or perhaps I should say it made me a baker. I left William with the confidence that I understood the complex process of combining simple ingredients to create a nuanced and satisfying result. I will always be grateful to him for leading me to that jumping-off point in my career.


JEAN CLAUDE



My next stop was Las Vegas, where I went to work for Jean Claude Canestrier at the M Resort. Jean Claude was an MOF, which is short for Meilleur Ouvrier de France, a highly coveted award given to the greatest artisans in France, and the object of heated competition. If you ever see a pastry chef with a collar on his coat that has the red, white, and blue stripes of the French flag, it means he’s an MOF (and it is usually a “he” in the male-centric world of French cuisine). His standards will be very high. Count on it.


If I thought William was tough on me, it was because I hadn’t yet met Jean Claude. He wasn’t averse to getting right in my face and letting me know exactly how he felt. Typically, his reaction was spirit-crushing disappointment at anything less than perfect. He pushed me like no one had ever done before. What he wanted was a beautifully crusted loaf with great flavor and a soft and creamy crumb. Right alongside that, he demanded pastry that was as French as any Parisian baker’s. Jean Claude told me that we were going to compete with each other and that he wouldn’t be happy until I could create a bread that was equal to his. I’m sure he thought I could never surpass him. Every day I went to his house with a dough I had prepared. He would have shaped a loaf as well. Both were baked in his home oven. Le chef acted as judge and jury, and not surprisingly, his bread would emerge victorious, despite the fact that Jean Claude had a lot on his plate, whereas I had only one thing: attempting to make an exemplary bread. It was only long after I moved on from Las Vegas that I received a phone call from Jean Claude conceding that my bread had, in fact, been the winner. I really appreciated it. Although Jean Claude was miserly with his encouragement, he and the top brass in Vegas were quite generous with the equipment they afforded me so that I could experiment to my heart’s content to come up with breads that were served in all of the facilities at the sprawling M Resort. My expectation is that the lessons I learned during this intense period of experimentation will save you, the reader, from much of the guesswork and many of the common missteps in bread making so you don’t have to build your own research facility!




“HE PUSHED ME LIKE NO ONE HAD EVER DONE BEFORE. WHAT HE WANTED WAS A BEAUTIFULLY CRUSTED LOAF WITH GREAT FLAVOR AND A SOFT AND CREAMY CRUMB.”





My breakthrough during my time with Jean Claude was in understanding the limits of fermentation. While it’s true that long, cold fermentation is the key to the fullest flavor, there is a limit. At low temperatures, that limit—depending on the proportions in your mix—is somewhere between 64 and 72 hours. After that, you begin to lose good flavor and start to develop less-pleasant ones. However, for my breads—and yours—I am not interested in hitting that red line. I just want to create the fullest flavor, a crackling and chewy crust, and a smooth, airy crumb.


GEORGES



From the pristine state-of-the-art facilities at the M Resort, my next stop was in Philadelphia, as baker- in-chief for the great Georges Perrier. His restaurant, Le Bec-Fin, was one of the very top dining destinations in the country, but true to French form, the facilities were cramped, crowded, noisy, and hot. Perrier didn’t turn out great food because of his kitchen, but in spite of it. My workroom was almost too hot for making bread, and I was forced to chill my water in the refrigerator. The water was chlorinated to boot, so I had to leave it standing overnight to allow the chlorine gas to escape. (Chlorine interferes with the ability of the dough to ferment—a tip worth remembering if your water is chlorinated.) Because of the heat in the bread kitchen, I had no choice but to ferment my dough (a process commonly known as proofing) in the refrigerator.




“SO THAT FINAL PIECE OF THE PUZZLE IN BROOKLYN WAS ALSO THE FIRST PIECE . . .”





Yet all of the inconveniences of that time proved invaluable for developing my craft. In that cramped urban environment, I was forced to learn how to store ingredients to keep them safe from the various critters that would infiltrate any open container. Then there was the question of finding the right ratios for the flours that were available and how those flours would interact with the local wild yeasts in my starter.


Way over on the plus side of my Philadelphia balance sheet, there was Georges. He was so enthusiastic about food. “Flavor, flavor, flavor!” he would exclaim. That was both his philosophy and a command. With his wavy salt-and-pepper hair and his tinted glasses like Bono, he cut quite a figure.


Although a succession of good bakers had worked for him in Philadelphia, I could tell that Georges had never tasted an American bread that he would deem awesome. I was determined to change that. Armed with the knowledge of the classic technique that I brought from Seattle and the secret of long fermentation that I had finally unlocked in Las Vegas, I set about creating a levain, or sourdough starter, for Georges. By my third try, I nailed it.


Georges was absolutely wild about the texture and depth of flavor that I achieved by baking my sourdough bread with a really dark crust. This bread was truly bien cuit—mahogany dark, and way darker than I’d thought I could get away with. He truly loved it. And every time I increased the baking time to further darken the crust, Georges would scrunch his face until it reminded me of a French-speaking raisin with a large nose, then shout, “I love it!” For me, those three words made all the effort worthwhile. From there on out, it was bien cuit for me, with no looking back.


AND BEYOND



I had arrived at a point where I understood fermentation, knew how to control it. Equally important: I now had mastered the bien cuit style that people would come to know me by. After nearly fifteen years of learning from some of the best in the business, I was ready to strike out on my own, which is how, in 2011, I ended up on Smith Street in Brooklyn’s Cobble Hill neighborhood, a hotbed of new restaurants. In all my travels, though, I had yet to find perfect grains. Or if I found good grains, they weren’t from the region where I was baking, which meant the flour in my starter was unacquainted with the wild yeasts in my workrooms. I wanted to remedy this because I’ve always subscribed to the idea that “if it grows together, it goes together.”


When I got to Brooklyn, I found some regional farmers who grew grains that have been cultivated in the Northeast for centuries: heritage strains such as Danko rye, Warthog winter wheat, and Glenn spring wheat. Just like the customers who crowded the farm-to-table restaurants all over Brooklyn, my sourdough starter could now eat local. I was especially happy with the results I got baking with hard red winter wheat milled in Watertown, New York.


It’s funny how things come around to their beginnings. When I made those first loaves on the farm in Oregon, we used wheat that was grown, harvested, and milled nearby. So that final piece of the puzzle in Brooklyn was also the first piece many years ago, in that cold room with Andres. After all the years, all the travels, and all the trial and error, I was finally able to make the kind of bread that had been my holy grail for so long.





WHAT DOES BIEN CUIT MEAN AND WHY IS IT IMPORTANT?






When bread is bien cuit, it is baked to a dark, often mahogany-colored crust. On first seeing a loaf that is bien cuit, you might think it’s burnt. Most people do. But I believe there is a bliss point when foods are almost, but not quite, burnt. This is equally true of meat cookery, as any great grillmaster knows. It is exactly that moment at which bread or meat (or anything cooked that contains a fair amount of protein) develops maximum flavor. In addition to bread and steak, the beautiful color and flavor of beer is also a product of this wonderful alchemy. The chemistry behind this is complicated, and you need a deep scientific background in order to truly understand the process, which is known as the Maillard reaction. For the purposes of this book, it’s sufficient to say that the Maillard reaction is a transformation that protein undergoes when combined with a sugar and heat. The result is hundreds—maybe thousands—of flavor and aroma components that are complex and pleasurable. This is the reason why my breads are bien cuit, pas trop cuit, which is the French way of saying “well baked, but not overdone.”
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FERMENTATION + TIME + HEAT = THE ALCHEMY OF BREAD






Basic bread is nothing more than flour, yeast, salt, and water. Yet these four simple ingredients produce immense variety in breads, and the pleasure we derive from them. A fitting metaphor is a string quartet: It has only four instruments, but by varying the tempo, volume, and tones, a violin, viola, cello, and bass can produce an almost infinite number of musical pieces. And although Bach, Beethoven, and Mozart each worked with the same instruments and the same notes, each piece they wrote was different, offering new and surprising pleasures every time. Bread is a melody written with a few simple ingredients, yet by varying how it is fermented, how the dough is developed and handled, and how loaves are shaped and, ultimately, baked, we can create a world of variety in breads.


If there is magic in bread—and I believe there is—you will first encounter it when yeast, flour, and water meet. The interaction of yeast with grains creates heavenly and complex flavors. When yeast works its sorcery, it consumes flour and creates the gases that makes bread rise, producing hundreds of subtle and exquisite flavors in the process. And every variety of grain produces its own signature flavors thanks to this transformation. My goal, always, is to maximize those flavors and lock them up inside the crackling crust of a loaf.


Since the time I realized that fermentation was the key to creating flavor, I’ve never stopped trying to coax the maximum amount out of ingredients as they ferment. Like every bread baker, I ferment wheat flour, and I also use rye, barley, corn, and oats, and each brings a different array of flavors to a bread. But I haven’t stopped there. I’ve fermented almonds, walnuts, and hazelnuts. Buckwheat, apricots, cherries, fresh corn, too. Each ingredient is different, with a unique way of fermenting and creating flavor, and each offers its own special gifts.




“IF THERE IS MAGIC IN BREAD . . . YOU WILL FIRST ENCOUNTER IT WHEN YEAST, FLOUR, AND WATER MEET.”





Yeast occurs naturally on all fruits, vegetables, and grains. Bakers often add extra yeast (the “instant yeast” sold in packets) in order to develop dough in a desired way. However, if you simply combine flour and water and leave the mixture for a few days, the bubbling creation that results is due to the action of wild yeast. This is undoubtedly how the original baker created her first dough.


When yeast grows at cold temperature, it will slow down and develop over a long period of time, producing a bounty of the by-products that make for flavor. The longer the yeast can work, the greater the quantity and variety of flavorful compounds it will contribute to a fully baked loaf. So much of what I do is based on this principle. Creaminess, nuttiness, a hint of pear or butter, or any of the hundreds of other flavors and aromas that are the hallmarks of great bread—all take time. Vintage wine and pungent cheese require time as well; there’s no way around it. Time is the artful baker’s best friend.





THE BUILDING BLOCKS: GRAINS AND FLOURS






At its heart, bread baking is the art of turning dry, relatively flavorless ground grain—flour—into a delicious food with great complexity and variety. There are many tricks to the bread baker’s art but no escaping the fact that it all begins with flour.


WHEAT



For most of us, wheat is bread and bread is wheat. Without wheat there would be no bread, or at least no bread as we know it. Even when a bread is made with other flours, the aroma that spreads through the house when a loaf is in the oven is first and foremost wheat, comforting as a favorite flannel shirt on a chilly day. It entices like the whiff of steak on the grill, onions caramelizing in a pan, or coffee beans fresh from the roaster. Its flavor is both sweet and savory in a way that few other foods are. But good bread is more than the allure of wheat. Equally important is texture, and only wheat can produce both the beautiful crust and light airy interior (crumb, in baker’s terms) of a loaf that both nourishes and delights. It’s true that all grains contain protein, but only wheat has the right amount of two key proteins, glutenin and gliadin, that combine to form gluten—the strands that create a network of air chambers, which form the crumb structure of bread. Water is all that’s required for glutenin and gliadin to come together and rearrange themselves in this way, enabling the baker to stretch dough as it’s prepared. When it’s baked, the gas released by fermentation inflates the gluten and—presto!—you have the architecture of the classic loaf of bread.


Not all wheat is ideal for the bread baker. To achieve an effective gluten structure, you need white flour that is relatively high in protein, about 11.3 to 12.7 percent. You can make bread with flours with a lower or higher percentage of protein, but I’ve found that this range is the “Goldilocks zone” for my breads. It allows me to gauge my fermentation quite accurately, and the result is a better developed dough and a more full-flavored bread. Some flours don’t list the amount of protein on the bag, but that information is usually available at the website of the flour company. Even better, farmers or millers at your local farmers’ market may have flour with this midrange of protein. Ask them. Even if the percentage is a little lower, the added flavor provided by a locally grown and milled flour is worth the trade-off. All of that said, you can certainly use all-purpose flour for many of the breads in this book.


It’s quite possible that some local farmers and millers are producing great bread-making flour in your region. I urge you to check this out and, if it’s available, to try it. Local grains will have an affinity for local yeasts. If it’s a little lower in protein, try mixing it with a good-quality bread flour, such as King Arthur or Bob’s Red Mill (see Resources). That way you’ll get the benefit of high protein from the commercial flour combined with the unique qualities of local flour. Farmer’s markets and health food stores (or the health food aisle in many supermarkets) are a good place to look for specialty flours.


Some of my recipes also call for medium whole wheat flour. This simply means the flour has a higher bran content, rather than most of it being sifted out; as a result, this flour will have, much of the nutritional value of whole kernels of wheat. Without getting into a microscopic explanation, the little bits of bran in whole wheat, though nutritious, inhibit gluten development. The result is a moister crumb without any extra chewiness. Whole wheat bread is never as airy as bread made with pure white flour.


    Finally, you may see flours labeled “stone-ground.” This refers to the way in which the grain is milled and means it is passed through a series of metal rollers or stone grinders. Stone grinding generates less heat, so I believe it is less damaging to delicate starches, but this is just my opinion. You can certainly make good bread with conventionally milled grains. When given a choice, though, I go for old-fashioned stone-ground.
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RYE



After wheat, rye is the second most important grain for the bread baker. In much the same way that wheat flour comes in varieties ranging from white to medium to dark (100 percent whole wheat), rye does as well. These gradations are a function of how much of the original kernel remains in the final flour, with paler flours having more of the outer layers of bran and endosperm removed. Darker, more whole grain flour absorbs liquid more readily.


You may have noticed that rye bread is often denser than wheat. This is because although rye has the same gluten-forming proteins as wheat (glutenin and gliadin), it doesn’t have them in the same ratio as wheat; when compared to wheat, rye has only 10 percent the amount of glutenin. Still, rye has its own signature flavors and aromas, expanding the baker’s arsenal, and I find it indispensable to sourdough starter and as a supplement to many of my commercial yeast starters. It adds a note of aromatic sweetness that reminds me of premium vodka, and the accelerated way it interacts with yeast jump-starts and amplifies fermentation. In a final dough mixture, white rye adds a distinctive sweetness. Dark rye also contributes a deep brown color that makes for an appealing appearance: one that says “put some cold cuts or hard smoked cheese on me.” I find rye to be an ingredient that plays well with others; it’s great in a supporting role but challenging as a solo act. When it’s the primary flour, it makes for a super-dense bread—something I want to make only occasionally and only for specific reasons, like to serve with smoked wild salmon. Because rye adds such distinct flavors, depending on whether it’s white rye, medium rye, or dark rye, I recommend that you stay with what I call for in the recipes. I’ve done many experiments to arrive at the flavor profile of each bread, and I’ve learned from my mistakes so you don’t have to.


OATS



Oats can grow and prosper under conditions that won’t produce thriving wheat. I think that’s part of the reason oats were traditionally used for animal feed in many places where wheat wasn't cultivated. They don’t contain gluten-producing proteins, however, and for that reason they’re daunting for bread makers because they don’t contribute to the crumb of a loaf. I think you may already have a good idea about where I stand on the gluten issue. For most people they provide good, high-quality nutrition. The bottom line is that I rarely use oats in flour form (the exception is Toasted Oat Bread).


CORN



I wish we had a tradition of using cornmeal more often in bread. It’s high in natural sugars, so it turbocharges fermentation and adds sweetness. As a baker who likes to work with local grains, it’s hard to find anything more genuinely local or American than this amazing grain, which was first hybridized more than ten thousand years ago by Native Americans. Although they lacked the wheel and other technological advances, the fact that they created corn from its genetic forebears out of the combination of three wild grasses points to a very sophisticated grasp of agriculture. Corn does have a small amount of gluten; however, it’s chemically and structurally different from wheat-based gluten, so it doesn’t create the same sort of air pockets and crumb. That said, the sweet butteriness it brings to a loaf is attractive. Plus, when cornmeal is fermented, it basically creates a mixture similar to a bourbon mash. This gets my vote right away. On the downside, breads made with cornmeal tend to stale quickly, so they should be eaten within a day or so.


[image: image]


BUCKWHEAT



Buckwheat isn’t a grain in the conventional sense of the term. Rather, it’s the seeds from a plant related to rhubarb and sorrel. Historically, buckwheat flour was used to fortify dough when wheat was at a premium. Today, buckwheat is mostly used as a cover crop that helps replenish nutrients in the soils of fields where wheat and other grains are grown. I particularly like the idea of using a plant that helps soil stay fertile. Happily, buckwheat also imparts some wonderful and unique flavor characteristics to bread. When fermented, it contributes deep, nutty aromas and light alcohol notes without increasing acidity. As with wheat and rye flours, there are lighter and darker forms of buckwheat flour, but in this case the color has little effect on nutritional value. I’ve also found that it doesn’t affect how buckwheat flour interacts with other ingredients.





MEASURING






Like most people in the United States, I grew up seeing recipes written in terms of ounces, pounds, cups, and so on. This doesn’t work as well for breads, so I list metric measurements first before the conventional cups, spoons, and ounces. I find that weights, whether metric or conventional, are more accurate. The fact is, 1 cup of flour will vary in weight depending on many factors: how aerated the flour is, how you scoop it, whether and how you level it, and more. On the other hand, 100 grams of flour is always 100 grams of flour, so using a scale is much more reliable.


You may wonder why I prefer metric measurements even for smaller amounts, like teaspoons and tablespoons. In the case of salt, the variations in density are even greater than for different types of flour. For example, 1 teaspoon of coarse salt weighs less than 1 teaspoon of finely ground table salt and more than 1 teaspoon of flaky sea salt. To ensure accuracy for even these smaller quantities, I recommend a kitchen scale that measures at least to the gram level and preferably down to tenths of grams.


In this book, I’ve worked hard to make the recipes as foolproof as possible. Measuring ingredients by weight is an important part of that. In fact, the recipes were tested with metric measurements. These considerations give some insight into why baking is often referred to as a science. However, there is a lot of art and chance involved as well, and I hope to convey some of that art to you in these pages, while also helping you avoid the pitfalls of chance.


Then, to make the book as reader-friendly as possible, for other units of measure in the book, such as temperature and lengths, I’ve used standard US measures, but I’ve also provided metric equivalencies. In addition, I’ve provided ounce equivalents for produce, since this will make it easier to purchase the amount needed for the recipe.




WORKING WITH WATER AND SALT


Tap water is hard, soft, or somewhere in between. And at different times of the year it runs at different temperatures. When I recommend a water temperature, it is an approximation. Water is said to be hard or soft according to its mineral content. Very hard water can produce a tougher dough, while very soft water can produce a slack dough. My general rule of thumb is this: If the tap water is drinkable, you can make bread with it. Still, if you follow the instructions and your bread has the characteristics of dough made with soft or hard water and you aren’t not satisfied with the results, bottled water may be the way to go. Finally, chlorine is the enemy of yeast and fermentation. If your water is chlorinated, let it stand overnight before using to allow the chlorine gas to dissipate. I use fine, high-quality, non-iodized sea salt such as Bealeine for seasoning my dough. If you use a coarser grind make sure you weigh the salt since coarser salt will take up more space than a fine grind. It is the amount (weight) of salt not the volume that is critical.
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