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This book is dedicated to my husband, Vasili Kourelos, my love and my best friend. Thank you for believing in my work and for your unwavering support. And to my familia, for teaching me the importance of family, of sitting down to dinner, and the joy of preparing (and sharing) good food.
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γειά στα χέρια σου

(Pronounced geia sta cheria sou and translated “bless your hands,” this is a Greek blessing for the hands of a person who prepares food.)
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Preface

It was late in the afternoon when I finally arrived at the bakery nestled amongst the maple trees in Westford, Vermont. All was still and quiet—except for a large wood-fired oven merrily hissing and crackling away in one corner of the bakehouse. Despite the silence, there was a tranquil energy about the room, as though it had been bustling with activity just a short while earlier and had only ceased for a brief moment of rest and reflection.

The sweet, earthy aroma of flour, fire, and yeast permeated the room. After travelling for more than thirty-two hours, I was relieved to be met by the tranquility and warmth of the bakery. It felt welcoming and familiar—like visiting your grandparents’ house. Like coming home.

“What’s your name?” the baker asked with a heavy French accent. “Babette,” I said. “Non, non—your real name,” he insisted. “Babette,” I ventured again. Then, smiling, he said, “Welcome, welcome!”



I was named Babette after the French chef in the Danish short story and film Babette’s Feast. And as luck (or fate) would have it, I eventually found my way into the kitchen.

In many ways, my appreciation of food was influenced by my family and my upbringing. My ancestors travelled from Holland, Greece, Italy, Germany, and France to South Africa—taking with them the traditions and food stories of earlier generations. Food is powerful like that. It connects the past with the present, offering comfort even when many miles from home. It perpetuates the significance of heritage, tradition, and belonging. Food, flavours, places, and people are forever connected by the invisible ties of tradition.

I grew up listening to stories of my great-grandfather Paradeisios Michaletos. How he left Greece at the age of seventeen and travelled to South Africa by ship, working as the vessel’s cook to pay his fare. About the struggles he faced as a young immigrant in a foreign land. About his resilience and determination and his eventual triumph in opening the Hellenic Hotel in Pretoria. And stories about my grandmother’s life growing up on a farm in the semi-desert of the Karoo in the 1940s—of kneading and baking buttermilk rusks with her mother and grandmother. These stories fuelled my imagination and helped shape my culinary identity.
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My mother, Theodora, introduced my sisters and me to the wonders of the kitchen—teaching us to appreciate fresh, quality ingredients and to be mindful about food. As such, Twinkies®, Vienna sausages, instant coffee, and margarine were unheard of in our household. And we enjoyed our tea and coffee with full-fat milk, no sugar. On weekends and as a special treat, my mother would buy freshly baked bread from La Spiga, the local Italian bakery. Slices of crusty olive ciabatta or dark whole-grain loaves would often find their way into our Monday lunch boxes—the highlight of the week! Rainy days were synonymous with pancakes—the thin kind, mind!—an example of the Dutch influence on the South African culinary tradition. All our meals took place around the kitchen table. And whenever guests were expected, the house would soon be filled with the tantalizing aroma of slow-roasting lamb seasoned with rosemary and garlic and drenched in lemon and olive oil.

I remember watching my father, Johan, prepare the dough for roosterkoek (grill cakes), which would later be baked over hot hardwood coals and enjoyed with ice-cold butter and perfectly grilled snoek (fish). And the care my sisters (Katharina and Frances) and I took in preparing stacks of braaibroodjies (sandwiches grilled over a fire), always buttering the bread on both sides! Breakfasts often consisted of “brood met kaas en koffie” (bread with cheese and coffee), and a new game of γιάντες / giántes (a very old Greek children’s game) would always begin after a simple meal of roast chicken and the breaking of the wishbone.

The extended family often gathered for Sunday lunch at my Uncle Pedro’s hotel, the Farm Inn in Pretoria, where magnificent buffet tables were stacked high with breads, salads, stews, and roasted meats. I always looked forward to those lunches, though more often than not my eyes proved bigger than my stomach!

My husband, Vasili, is Greek and our union has given me the opportunity to further explore my own Greek heritage. I am thankful for my mother-in-law, Melpo, who welcomed me into her kitchen and generously shares her recipes and culinary wisdom. With her help, I am slowly expanding my repertoire of Greek dishes and rediscovering the food traditions of my ancestors.

Now, based in beautiful Vancouver, I am adding a new chapter to an ongoing and multi-generational journey. New foods and different flavours are finding their way into our household, adding colour and zest to our lives. Yet, on difficult days, when the clouds gather and nostalgia and homesickness set in, I still seek the familiar comfort and reassurance of warm pancakes, homemade bread, and buttermilk rusks.
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Introduction

Recipes evolve out of necessity, circumstance, and tradition. Out of scarcity and out of abundance. They are an eternal reflection of who we are, where we come from, and the times we have weathered. At the root of our shared culinary past lies bread, the humble carbohydrate and one of the very first foods made by our ancestors.

Bread embodies community, hospitality, and generosity. It is the ultimate comfort food, offering simple, satiating sustenance. It can be dressed up with fancy toppings or stuffed with a variety of tasty fillings. A loaf of bread can be used as a bowl, a plate, or to mop up beautiful gravies, hearty soups, and flavourful dressings. Even old bread can be refreshed or creatively repurposed. Yet, a really good bread can also stand on its own with little embellishment.

There is something magical, almost sacred about bread. The story of bread is closely entwined with the story of humanity, of struggle, perseverance, and triumph. Bread has stood the test of time; its significance is still deeply ingrained in our collective psyche today across cultures.

We work to earn our “bread and butter,” we need “our daily bread” to survive, and we “break bread” with those closest to us on special and religious occasions. The allure and charm of bread is profound. We are instinctively drawn to it. It stirs primitive memories of self-sufficiency and survival but also of joy and abundance.

It is not surprising, then, that the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 gave rise to an international bread-baking revolution. Instinctively, and almost overnight, everyone started baking bread! What may have started as a coping mechanism and an attempt to reduce widespread psychological stress soon became a reassuring and empowering pastime. While the world gasped for air, new life was being breathed into an age-old staple. Bread “rose” to the occasion (excuse the pun!). It offered us a much-needed support mechanism. Baking bread provided a sense of control and of purpose. It offered the comfort and community we so desperately craved, and quite literally became the staff of life once more. Bread captured the global imagination and reclaimed its place at the centre of our tables.

My own bread journey started in 2011, during the final two years of my law studies at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa. Needing a creative outlet and a change of scenery from dry and tedious legal cases, I turned to baking. But my family soon had their fill of biscuits and sweet treats. On one particular afternoon, with the aroma of freshly baked oat crunchies still heavy in the air, my stepfather, Kevin, joined me at the kitchen table. He asked if I had considered baking anything other than cookies. Why not try to make something real, something basic, something one could eat all the time?

With his request in mind, I poured over my recipe books and eventually happened upon a recipe for a traditional English wholemeal cottage loaf. I was intrigued by its rather odd appearance—a small loaf sitting atop a larger one—and the idea of using honey as a sweetener instead of sugar. I studied the recipe and soon realized that I had found what I was looking for. After all, what could be more real or basic than bread?

Little did I know how that simple loaf of bread would forever change my life. That it would lead me away from a career in law and down an arguably harder but definitely more delicious and meaningful path. At some point during the mixing, shaping, and baking of that little loaf, something in me clicked. I fell in love with the simplicity and honesty of the entire process. I got my first taste of real bread and I was hungry for more!

So began my bread adventures. I would bake any and every bread recipe I could get my hands on. Soon I was baking so much bread that my mother stopped buying bread and her piano students were often sent home with a fresh loaf or two after their weekly music lessons.

And then the bread orders started coming in—from neighbours, friends, and acquaintances. I quickly realized that there was a growing market for good-quality artisan bread, but I did not yet feel accomplished enough to start a credible business. I felt that I needed formal training, an apprenticeship in a real bakery to truly hone my craft. But what would my mom have to say about me taking up baking instead of a career in law?

My worries were short lived. My mother quickly pointed out that, having completed my degrees, I could always fall back on law, should I ever want (or need) to. So, with her blessing, I started researching baking apprenticeships. By chance I stumbled on a blog post about a French baker in rural Vermont, in the us, who ran an apprenticeship program. The catch? He only took on apprentices with previous culinary training and was reachable only via old fashioned mail. So I wrote him a letter, explaining that though I did have a law degree, I was not a chef. I made a collage of all the breads I had baked and included it in my letter. Three weeks later, I received a call from the us. Had I really baked the loaves in the pictures? If so, I could start the apprenticeship.
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Apprentice loaves

At the tender age of twenty-three, armed with a ba llb and a newfound love of baking, I was off to America to apprentice under the late French Master Baker, Gérard Rubaud. At his bakery in Westford, Vermont, I learned the secrets of the levain (traditional French sourdough) and came to understand the workings of a wood-fired oven. It is there I perceived the true simplicity and essence of bread baking and realized that very little is required to create beautifully wholesome bread.

Gérard was old school. He did not allow cell phones or smart devices of any kind in the bakery. Imagine the horror! Everything was made out of wood (including the fermentation boxes). He had even made changes to his dough mixer so it would only run at one (very slow) speed. When there is no fancy modern equipment to speed up the process and do the work for you, you learn to read the dough. To develop your senses. To work with what you have and to adapt as necessary. “You have learned in three weeks what others learn in six months!” the baker announced while feeding the starter. Gérard devoted all his time and energy to the levain. And how truly exceptional his breads were—rustic, fragrant, and wholesome.

Gérard was then seventy-two years old. Having completed his apprenticeship in France at the age of thirteen, his relationship with bread was deeply ingrained, intuitive, almost spiritual. I am forever grateful for Gérard’s tutelage and the practical experience I gained during my time in Vermont.

Upon returning to South Africa, I started baking from my mother’s home in Doveton Road, Johannesburg. I set up a mailing list and invited our neighbours, my mother’s students, and anyone who seemed interested in good bread to subscribe. I sent out weekly mailers letting customers know what and when I was baking, and people collected their breads from my mother’s house.
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The early days: My apprenticeship and baking from my mother’s house.

Word of mouth did what it does best, and I soon outgrew the small home bakery and moved into a larger, more commercial kitchen in the heart of downtown Johannesburg’s Maboneng Precinct, an area of urban renewal, home to many up-and-coming businesses. The double-volume bakery space boasted custom floor-to-ceiling windows and a viewing deck where patrons and passersby could observe the baking process or look down on the busy Johannesburg street below. From that small inner-city bakery I supplied many restaurants, coffee shops, and delicatessens with freshly baked artisan breads. The bakery also enjoyed loyal support from the immediate community and became a popular lunch destination. The “Gourmet Baguette” sandwich was a particular favourite of local artists and entrepreneurs, and we would sell out every day. Weekends were dedicated to bread workshops, where I would share my passion for bread with keen home bakers from all over South Africa.

The recipes in this book are the ones I turn to again and again—breads for the freezer, the pantry, and the kitchen counter. Honest bread. Basic bread. Daily bread. They are the breads I baked at my bakery in South Africa and the bread I bake for my family at home. Equipped with only a handful of basic ingredients and a simple understanding of fermentation, the home baker can produce wholesome and rustic breads—no fancy gadgets required.

This book is the culmination of years of learning: hands-on learning in my bakery, knowledge gained from baking for my family at home, and practical lessons learned during my weekly bread classes. After all these years of baking and teaching, I have gained insight into the most common problems and fears faced by home bakers. These recipes and baking techniques have grown out of that insight. I hope they will prove approachable, unintimidating, and, most importantly, enjoyable to novice and well-seasoned bread bakers alike.

This isn’t a textbook. Rather, it is a collection of recipes for everyday life and everyday baking. A reliable guide for baking beautiful, real bread at home. I want to show you that baking bread is a simple process—simple enough to fit into your weekly or monthly schedule. In this book, you are guaranteed to find a bread that suits your palate and can comfortably slot into your schedule. Whether a simple sandwich loaf or the ever-elusive sourdough, there is a bread here to grab your attention and convince you to dust off your apron and get baking!

Happy baking always!

Babette
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Essential Bread-Baking Tools

When you are just starting out on your bread baking journey, it is easy to become overwhelmed by the variety of ingredients, utensils, and other gadgets that are available to home bakers. And with the Covid-19 pandemic giving rise to a global home-baking movement, there has been a great increase in articles pushing the latest “must have” and “must do” baking advice.

Over more than a decade of baking, I have definitely played with my fair share of baking tools and gadgets. So here follows an overview of my favourites, from the “nice to have” to the “cool but not 100 percent necessary.” Ultimately, you can spend as little or as much as you want, but understand this: expensive trendy tools are not guaranteed to give you the best results. As long as you know how to understand, respect, and follow the principles and basic steps of the baking process, and give the dough the attention it needs, you can make do with the simplest, most inexpensive tools.
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	First off, I am assuming that you own the one true must-have: a basic Mixing Bowl (preferably with a lid) or other suitable vessel (even a pot will do!) that can be used to mix and proof the dough.
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	For best results, I would also recommend having a Small Kitchen Scale so you can weigh your ingredients accurately. The recipes in this book are written using weight measurements first, followed by volume. (Ingredients are also listed in baker’s percentages, a useful reference for more experienced bakers; see page 84 for more about this.) Once you start baking on a regular basis, I would strongly advise investing in a decent kitchen scale to improve the accuracy of your measurements and consistency of your bakes. Remember, though, the key is to get started and not wait until you have accumulated all the gear before you even attempt to bake your first loaf. So grab a mixing bowl or a pot and get stuck in without further delay.
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	Now, let’s talk about Dough Scrapers. This simple, unassuming, and wonderfully inexpensive little plastic tool will soon become your most trusted baking companion. When you are new to baking, everything feels awkward. You will be unsettled by the texture and stickiness of the dough. Tools will feel foreign and uncomfortable in your hands, including the dough scraper. But once you have baked a few loaves, you won’t be able to mix a dough without it! (I am even considering keeping one in my handbag.)

This magic little piece of plastic gives you the power to control even the unruliest of doughs. It allows you to effortlessly nudge the dough out of the bowl and onto your work surface; to scrape the sides of the mixing bowl; to remove stubborn bits of dough from your fingers and hands; to easily clean the countertop after the day’s bake; and, last but not least, to fold, shift, lift, and transfer the dough with minimal effort. Dough scrapers come in all shapes and sizes. They can be made of hard or pliable plastic. You can opt for one with sharp or rounded edges. I prefer a combination. The sharp side can be used to cut/portion the dough (which is useful if you don’t own a dough cutter) and the rounded edge can be used to mix the dough and scrape the sides of the mixing bowl.
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	Next, I recommend using a Flour Shaker. This nifty little tool can do so much more than flavour your popcorn or dust cinnamon or cocoa over your morning cappuccino. You are now going to use it to evenly distribute, or dust, flour onto your work surface. The flour shaker will allow you to control exactly how much flour you use to make the dough manageable. You don’t want to add too much extra flour, as this will change the dough’s texture and structure, and ultimately that of the final loaf. You may also inadvertently change the flavour of the dough (think salt-to-flour ratio and flavour balance).

Once you have portioned and shaped the pieces of dough, you can use the flour shaker to dust the bannetons (proofing baskets, see below) or couche (baker’s proofing cloth) before resting the dough in/on them for a final rise. Furthermore, you may choose to apply a last dusting of flour before scoring and baking the dough. This tool isn’t necessary on your first day of baking, but once you start making bread on a regular basis, the flour shaker will certainly make for an easier and more efficient shaping process. Your final loaves will acquire a more professional look, as they won’t be covered in uneven clumps of flour.
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	The most traditional way to proof your shaped dough is in the soft (yet supportive) folds of fabric referred to as a baker’s Couche. Usually, a large piece of thick linen is gathered into several folds (like a draped curtain). The shaped loaves are then lightly dusted with flour and placed within these folds, which offer enough gentle support for the dough to rise upwards instead of pancaking. You can also use a large kitchen towel (be sure to use one that is smooth textured so that the dough does not get stuck in the fibres) or a well floured bread basket/banneton. Once the loaves are nicely tucked in, loosely cover with a kitchen towel or fold the end of the couche over, to prevent them from developing a dry skin.
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	The best tool for portioning or dividing the dough is the Dough Cutter (a.k.a. Bench Scraper). These stainless steel tools are available in various sizes with either a plastic or wooden handle. I have quite a collection and the oldest no longer has sharp edges. It is amazing what continuous use can do, even to metal!

While you can use a sharp knife or even tear dough into pieces, a dough cutter will make your baking life just that little bit easier and less labour-intensive. In addition to smoothly cutting and portioning the dough, the bench scraper can be used to clean the countertop after shaping and working with the dough. It also comes in handy when you need to loosen a loaf from a baking sheet or pan. Interestingly, certain breads, like the Fougasse (page 111), are made by making very specific and deliberate cuts with the dough cutter.
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	Once you have a beautifully fermented dough, you will want to shape it and let it rest somewhere for the duration of the final rise prior to baking. A simple Banneton or Bread Proofing Basket will do the trick, but you really don’t have to spend a fortune. Out of principle, I refuse to give in to the exorbitant price tags often attached to these simple cane baskets. Many home bakers fork out between twenty and fifty dollars because they are often showcased in baking books and online bread articles. The cane bannetons are popular because they allow you to achieve a beautiful spiral stencil on the finished loaf. If you are particularly keen on that look, and you are happy to pay the money, by all means, purchase away. But if, like me, you would rather spend that money on good baking ingredients, a new book, or seedlings for your vegetable garden, you have a couple of options:
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If you don’t want to spend any money at all, you can use a colander or any similar-sized bowl (lined with a flour-dusted dish towel). My favourite bread-proofing baskets are the woven baskets, commonly used in restaurants to serve bread at the beginning of a meal. They are simple, budget friendly, and easy to clean. These handwoven wicker or plastic baskets can be found at most kitchen or catering supply shops. Simply line them with a cloth napkin or cheesecloth, dust with flour, and put your shaped dough babies to bed. I particularly love the fact that you can get ten or more of these baskets for the price of a single cane banneton. But again, it is a matter of preference.
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	Once your shaped dough has risen and is ready for the oven (finally!), you will need to score the surface of the dough before allowing it to face the heat. A very sharp kitchen knife, a pair of scissors, or a utility knife all work well. However, be careful, as the blade of the latter tends to rust. Professional bakers and avid home bakers use a Baker’s Lame, Baker’s Blade, or Bread Lame, which is essentially a handle (most often wooden or plastic) attached to an old-fashioned razor blade. The blade effortlessly slices through the outer skin of the dough and allows you to create practical, traditional, and/or decorative cuts. You can easily make your own or purchase one online—but do handle it with extreme care, as these blades can cause serious damage to your fingers!
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	The secret to baking great bread in a domestic oven is twofold. You need very good, consistent heat and a whole lot of steam. On that note, not one oven is the same and thus it is important to get to know your oven—to read when the temperature needs to be increased or decreased to avoid underbaking or charring your precious loaf! For the steam, you can fill a deep oven tray with boiling water or ice cubes and place it on the lowest rack of the oven or you can use a simple Spray Bottle to provide the necessary moisture for the dough to achieve the optimum oven spring. (Be advised that you will need to spray water into the oven regularly in the first twenty to twenty-five minutes.) The steam is necessary, as it prevents the crust from forming too quickly, thereby allowing the dough to rise to its full potential before the crust hardens and the final shape is achieved. A lack of steam will cause the crust to form before the dough has risen fully, which will in turn result in the trapped dough exploding in various directions (wherever there may be a weak spot in the dough or a flaw in your shaping technique), leaving you with lopsided and rather odd-looking bread. It will undoubtedly still be gloriously delicious, but the perfectionist in you (and in me) will want to do better.
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	If the above methods sound a little too difficult or fiddly, you can also create the necessary steam by using any Oven-Safe Pot (with handles that won’t burn or melt and a dish that won’t crack or shatter). Once the lid is on and sufficient heat has built up, the dough will create its own steam and easily rise to its full potential. There are some very fancy and rather expensive Dutch Ovens on the market, but a cast iron or even enamel roaster can easily do the job and you will be churning out professional-looking loaves in no time! And if you have none of these at your disposal, you can place your dough on a baking sheet and turn a pot over it as a makeshift lid. Are you ready to bake yet?
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	In choosing bread tins or loaf pans, Any Standard-Size Bread Pan will help you produce beautiful sandwich breads. However, a large Pullman Pan (with lid) is worth the investment if you are looking for consistent, uniform sandwich loaves.


	A selection of baking sheets of various sizes will also make a practical addition to your baking toolbox. As will a basic Cooling Rack to turn your piping-hot loaves onto as they come out of the oven and which will prevent the loaves from sweating and losing that wonderful crust.
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	Lastly, a decent Bread Knife (preferably long bladed and serrated) will come in handy—especially if you are baking on a regular basis and have developed a taste for a decent and decidedly robust crust.
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Ingredients

Flour is flour, right? Wrong!

All flour is definitely not made equal. We need to look at this primary bread-baking ingredient in more detail. Not only do we have to differentiate between cake flour, bread flour, and all-purpose flour, we also have to consider the differences between commercial and artisanal flour (that is, bleached vs. unbleached and roller-milled vs. stone-ground flour). Not to mention organic flour, enriched flour, whole wheat, rye, and so on.

If we were to look inside most pantries around the world, we would probably find a bag of cake or all-purpose flour. These flours are perfectly suited for the occasional weekend or holiday bake. But not for a serious bread baker!
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Recently however, another flour has become prevalent in our kitchens. I am, of course, referring to bread flour. As a result of the Covid-19 lockdowns, a bread-baking revolution unfolded. And with the help of social media, bread baking became one of the most talked about topics of 2020. When our survival instincts kicked in, flour became a hot, and very scarce, commodity. Bread, after all, has always been the staff of life. Suddenly, health concerns about gluten were the least of our problems and everyone scrambled to get their hands on the last available bags of flour. Even the folks who had never baked a single thing in their lives prior to the pandemic, now boasted well-stocked baking cupboards—but they had no idea where to start. I am guessing that many eventually took the leap and at least baked a handful of times. But for those of you who are still sitting on the baker’s fence, hop on over and let me guide you through the first steps.

Typically, wheat flour is the most common flour used for bread baking. Bakers differentiate between different types of wheat flour by the protein content and the potential strength of the gluten that can be developed in doughs made with them. As a general rule, the higher the protein content, the stronger the resulting dough and its gluten structure is likely to be, which in turn yields loaves with good shape and volume (as opposed to a loaf pancaking due to insufficient flour/dough strength.) Flours are usually distinguished as cake flour, bread flour, all-purpose flour, whole-grain flour, and rye flour. Importantly, the same kinds of flour from different countries are not interchangeable because the average protein content for each type will vary from country to country. This variation is due to differences in wheat varieties, weather conditions, seasonal changes, and milling practices, giving flours unique water-absorbency levels, gluten strength, and coarseness. As such, you may need to change/tweak/adapt your recipes when baking in a new country, following a recipe from another country, or using a new brand of flour.


	Cake Flour is made from soft wheat, which has the lowest protein content, and is usually milled very finely. Depending on the country of origin, the protein content may vary from 5 to 10 percent. The lower the protein content, the softer, lighter, and airier your baked goods will be. Due to its low protein content, this flour is not suitable for bread baking, as it is impossible to achieve a strong gluten structure, which means the dough cannot retain its shape (unless it is baked in a loaf tin).


	Next up, we have All-Purpose Flour. A perfect mix of soft and hard wheat, this flour is pretty versatile. With a protein content of 10 to 12 percent, it can form a decent gluten structure, making it well suited for bread baking. All-purpose flour (often shortened to AP) is commonly used in the United States and Canada, where it is the go-to flour for everyday baking. You can easily make your own all-purpose flour by mixing together equal amounts of cake and white bread flour.


	Bread Flour usually has a protein content of 11 to 14 percent. Due to its high protein content, this flour can hold more water and produce a strong gluten structure, which allows the dough to easily retain its shape. The final loaf has good volume and yields a wonderfully chewy and open (bubbly) crumb.

Remember that the protein percentage and overall performance of these flours may vary from country to country, and even from one bag to the next. Different wheat varieties, the age of the flour, unique climate and weather conditions, contrasting milling practices, the addition or lack of additives—these factors affect the character and constitution of the final product. In fact, the more
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Other ingredients: salt, water, yeast, enrichments . . .
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