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Introduction

The Journey to Whole Grain Baking



Among the do-it-yourself projects of the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic was a widespread obsession with bread baking. There were many reasons for this: People had time on their hands; bread baking is soothing (and habit forming!); most bakeries were shuttered, at least temporarily; and mutually supportive communities developed. Then there was the discovery that the quality of the new bakers’ bread was better than whatever they’d been buying.

By that time my coauthor Kerri Conan and I were hard at work on this book. We believed (and still do) that we’d made a series of discoveries around whole grain bread baking that would make it more accessible to more home cooks than it had been in a century.

I’d spent about fifty years baking bread (since September 1970), some seriously. I started with white bread loaves using the Joy of Cooking recipe and took it from there—James Beard, Bernard Clayton, Laurel Robertson, Tassajara—the seventies classics, really.

In the early eighties my Connecticut friend Charlie van Over developed a food processor technique soon after that machine became popular, and I rode with that for quite some time. It made kneading by hand unnecessary (the machine did it for you) and produced excellent white flour baguettes. Trips to Italy and France influenced and inspired me, but I remained an occasional baker—someone who cooked a lot and considered bread a part of my repertoire, but I’d go weeks or months at a time without making bread.

In 2006, Jim Lahey of New York City’s Sullivan Street Bakery called me at the New York Times. “I have a way to make bread, really good bread, with no kneading,” he said. “Wanna see?” I said, “The food processor killed kneading ages ago.” He said, “This bread is better than that.”


Knowing that there’s always room for improvement, I went to visit Jim at his Hell’s Kitchen location and, because the Times was getting into video, brought a recording team with me. Jim is generous, patient, smart, a terrific baker, and a wonderful human. We had fun, my jaw dropped, and the Times published Jim’s recipe for the now-famous No-Knead Bread, shared millions of times since then, and a touchstone during the recent baking craze.

Indeed, Jim’s dough requires no kneading, using time instead of work to develop strength and elasticity. Equally important was Jim’s reintroduction of the old and brilliant technique of baking en cloche—that is, baking the dough first in a closed environment like a Dutch oven—to enhance moistness and maximize rising, then removing the cover so the crust sets. (Professionals have hearth ovens that inject steam, and it’s the home baker’s job to try to mimic that. A covered pot is the best technique anyone’s come up with, and our recipe goes one step further to brown and crisp the nearly finished loaf directly on an oven rack.)

Jim’s no-knead loaf is, for sure, the best white bread with the least amount of work and skill required of the home baker. It’s not surprising that it has millions of enthusiasts.

But I wanted more. I wanted an excellent 100 percent whole grain loaf.

In 2015 I relocated to Berkeley and, living alone and with some time on my hands (I’d left the Times and was between book projects), I began taking bread more seriously. I was determined to leave white flour behind and, luckily, I’d met and befriended Bob Klein of Community Grains in Oakland. Bob was working with wheat farmers from California and the Pacific Northwest to find older strains of wheat that could simply be ground, without sifting or otherwise removing the bran or germ, to make good, truly whole grain bread.

As it turns out, making the best bread mostly means two things: mastering natural starter—usually called “sourdough,” though it’s not necessarily sour—and using real whole grains.

I say “real” whole grains because there are a lot of foods out there that call themselves “whole grain” that are not. If you take anything out, it’s obviously no longer whole. A whole grain flour should have the same composition as the grain from which it was ground, as you’ll see in Chapter 2, “The Why (and How) of Whole Grain Baking.”

Many serious bakers—me included—don’t believe you can bake really good whole grain bread without natural starter. Put another way: Commercial yeast (made possible by the nineteenth-century work of Louis Pasteur) cannot produce a satisfying whole grain bread.

The new home bakers have figured out the appeal of bread baking as relaxing, habit forming, fun, and something to show off on social media. All of that is true with bread made with white flour, so the question is, “Why make whole grain bread?”


My answer is: “It’s better.” When you update an old-fashioned technique and combine it with old-fashioned grain (again, whole), you can make the best bread you’ve ever had—and by best, I mean not only healthiest but far fuller tasting and more complex and satisfying than what you’re (probably) used to. Naturally fermented whole grain bread is the bread that was long called “the staff of life,” and the only bread I find worthy of that name.

Ancient and even preindustrial loaves were composed primarily of fermented whole grain—whether wheat or one of its ancestors like einkorn or emmer, or barley or rye—water, and salt. Those breads provided protein, fat, fiber, and a host of micronutrients. With a little dairy or meat or legumes and the occasional fresh fruit or vegetable, they formed the foundation of a solid diet that could support good health.

White bread can’t do that. What it can do is be reproduced uniformly and cheaply; it can also be industrially sliced and loaded with preservatives. It can even be called “wheat bread” (which of course it is), but it can never be truthfully called “whole grain,” because its flour has been stripped of the bran and grain, the key sources of nutrients in wheat.

Bread made only with white flour, or even some small portion of whole grain wheat flour, doesn’t provide much in the way of nutrition. (That’s why most packaged bread is fortified with added vitamins.) In fact, your digestive system treats it more like sugar than it does like ground whole wheat.

The convenience of white bread was a boon to wheat growers and especially processors in turn-of-the-twentieth-century America, and the shelf-stable stuff was gobbled up by city dwellers who, as factory and office workers, no longer had the time—or place, or energy, or even ingredients—to bake real bread. Rural people held out for as long as they could against factory bread and continued to bake, or at least buy at a local bakery, where whole grain bread remained the standard well into the twentieth century.

But those traditions are now pretty much gone, even in England, France, Germany, India, Italy, Turkey, and other places where wheat has long been important and where whole grain breads remained the standard until a couple of generations ago. (The dense ryes of northern Europe, corn tortillas, and Ethiopian injera made from teff are among the remaining exceptions.)

Those traditions are now being revived, for both long- and short-term reasons. The long-term reason is that good bread is actually good for you; it’s not one of those carbs that you’re often warned against. It also reminds you how simple nourishing food can be.

The short-term reason is that real whole grain bread is actually easy to make at home, needing only a little active time (and, yes, a lot of passive time), our technique, and an oven. You’ll need a minimum of equipment, too, and of course some flour, but we can easily teach you the practice starting now.

When I began to make this kind of bread, six years ago as of this writing, I went through all of the machinations other people recommended to make sourdough starter (which we’re going to mostly call, simply, “starter”). I won’t bore you with the details of my experiments right now, except to say that once I recognized what starter actually is—a friendly environment to cultivate the wild yeasts that live all around us—the answer became simple: Prime the pump with a little bit of store-bought yeast, and let it evolve. The process of making a starter takes a few days, but very little work.

This book begins with an improved version of the original no-knead bread, one whose purpose (other than to produce a loaf of bread!) is to introduce you to some of the handling techniques we use to make whole grain bread and to give you a live piece of dough that you can quickly and reliably turn into a natural starter, one that will live and thrive as you use it (or at least feed it) every now and then.

When I got much of this approach right, about three years ago, I was hooked: I’d mostly left white flour behind and combined many of the insights I’d learned over the years to bake a pretty good whole grain bread.

My results, however, were inconsistent, my techniques too complicated to communicate easily, and my breads just weren’t as good as I knew they could be. I talked to (and baked with) better bakers—Sam Fromartz in Washington, DC, Ellen King in Chicago, Rick Easton in Pittsburgh and later Jersey City, a few of the Bay Area people focusing on whole grain bread (the people in what I think of as the Bob Klein crowd), Steve Jones at the Washington State University Breadlab—and I learned a lot. But with the exception of Sam (whose book In Search of the Perfect Loaf is brilliant), all of these people were professionals; they weren’t focusing on teaching home cooks how to make a great bread. (This doesn’t mean I’m not thankful or in their debt; I am.)

I needed to get to a place where I could produce great bread any time I wanted to, and to be able to offer you the ability to do the same thing. That’s what I do, after all: I learn how to cook something and try to make it so that you can do it as well as I—or better. And over the years, increasingly key to that process was the involvement of my long-time collaborator (we are closing in on twenty years!), Kerri Conan.

Kerri combines genius and determin-ation like no one else, and we work well together. I’m intuitive, hard working, and a little flaky; she is thoughtful with laser focus, hard working, and also a little flaky.

We had met in 1990 in New York, where she was a cookbook editor. When we started this project, Kerri lived in Kansas; she now lives in Washington State, so this, like all of our collaborations, has been done by phone, email, text, photo, live video, whatever. (COVID-19 had no impact on our collaboration, except we sadly could not unite to produce photos.)
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We began talking about bread and baking almost every day. We experimented with all sorts of flours, from super-commercial (I made, not long ago, an excellent loaf with some ShopRite whole wheat flour I found in a freezer) to home-milled grains, to flour sent to us by farmers and millers and marketers all over the country. We’ve tinkered with nearly every conceivable variable: We’ve slowed the process down to make it more leisurely and sped it up so we weren’t as bound to the kitchen. We’ve used a variety of nonwheat grains and other ingredients. We’ve tinkered like mad with ratios and timing, almost always relying on the bare minimum ingredients: starter, flour, water, and salt.

Here’s our process: You make starter. You use that starter to make what we call a “jumpstarter”—a mixture of starter, flour, and water—that sits overnight (or through the day), and ensures uniform, consistent rising power. You add more flour and water to the jumpstarter to produce dough; that sits for a while. You add salt and maybe flavoring, or seeds, or walnuts, whatever. (I’m just talking about the basic bread here; this book includes many variations and spins, of course.) You let it sit for a while, then you fold it four times, with more sitting time in between. Finally, you shape it and bake it in a covered pot lined with parchment paper.

Do that, and you will have produced a 100 percent whole grain bread that is probably unlike any you’ve ever tasted before, let alone made.

Our process can be done on your schedule, with almost any timing you like, even if you work nine to five. It will not fail you. And it will give you a product that is superior from every perspective: taste, texture, healthfulness, resource use. Our guess is that as you make our bread, your consumption of white bread will shrink until it approaches zero. Ours has.

Prepare for your own journey: Your first bread may have you scratching your head, and it certainly won’t be as good as your tenth, and that one won’t be as good as your fiftieth, but by then your bread will be as beautiful as the ones you see on these pages, and you will produce that level of bread whenever you want to. You will be transformed, I swear.

And when you master the process (months ago, I finally said to Kerri, “This is getting too easy!” so we started working on other baked foods)—and you will—your breads will be consistently fabulous. Not one of the hundreds of loaves Kerri and I have baked following this method has been anything but a winner, and they’re all better than anything we can buy in a store. I’ll go further: Unless you live near a bakery owned by people who really care (like those I mentioned above), you are not going to find a way to get better bread into your life.

Starting is easy, and you’ll see that what we offer here is more than a series of recipes, but really a gradual understanding of a process that will allow you have fun and even grow personally (you’ll certainly become more patient and intuitive) while making consistently outstanding whole grain bread a part of your cooking routine. Meanwhile, whether you bake daily, weekly, or now and then, you’ll be nourishing yourself and others and exploring a fascinating mystery that was first discovered more than 10,000 years ago.

From this point on, my solo voice will (mostly) disappear. After Kerri steps in to tell her bread history, the narrative picks up with the two of us speaking in one joint first person plural voice, augmented by a couple of dialogues. First, let’s hear from Kerri . . .



Until Mark and I decided to take this journey together, my bread baking experience was yeasted and spotty. In 1987 I became assistant to cookbook editor Carole Lalli at Simon and Schuster. Though I wasn’t professionally trained, my home-cooking background was rock solid and included a wide range of desserts. Since the age of six, I had prepared everyday and holiday meals with my mom, a home economics teacher with a keen interest in entertaining and restaurant-style projects. But she wasn’t that big on yeasted baking. Other than the glazed fruit–stuffed yule loaves she gifted at Christmas and a sourdough starter she took for a brief dance in the early 1970s, she remained focused on cookies. Bread was the one food category I didn’t learn at her elbow.

Carole immediately pointed me to Bernard Clayton’s New Complete Book of Breads and his chapter and recipe, “The First Loaf.” (When I opened to that page to confirm the title, a small card with my faded shopping list tumbled out. Awwww!) Over the years I baked a little from Bernie’s book, and bought a couple of others. Later, as a freelancer, I occasionally had to test this bread or that one. Developing a brioche-style cinnamon roll for a Williams Sonoma book became a turning point in deciding to bake more regularly.

By the time my husband and I moved to rural Kansas and I started working with Mark, my repertoire had expanded to half–whole wheat pizza dough and an everyday sandwich loaf—both yeasted and somewhat dense. Like everyone else, I latched on to Mark and Jim Lahey’s no-knead bread. My other breads were functional, not special. Maintaining a starter seemed onerous and a little scary. But unlike Mark, no-knead was enough for me.

That is, until he invited me—no, challenged me—to try his lump-of-dough starter and join him in the quest for a doable whole grain loaf. Funny how easy his sourdough approach was. I enthusiastically joined the quest.


As Mark knows, part of our success is the way we work together, pushing each other to try new things to make the bread more accessible—and better. We sent thousands of texts, emails, and photos back and forth over the years. And it’s certainly true that we complemented each other in our interests and expertise. While we did consult with scientists and scholarly publications, he and I experimented and communicated in a way that was always more playful than scientific. After all, we were just cooking.

The result is this book, which unfolds in six progressive chapters: Making your starter and a first loaf; a detailed discussion of grains, flours, equipment, and timing; feeding the starter and producing your first “Bittman Bread”; other loaves in the same vein, but wildly varied; pizza and flatbread and rolls and savory pancakes; sweet things including pancakes and waffles.

Our goal is lofty but simple: We want to make naturally leavened whole grain bread the centerpiece of nutritious meals.
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• Chapter 1 •

Start with Starter And Bake A Beginner Loaf




Learn the Bittman Bread technique with this spin on no-knead bread



Beginner Bittman Bread, Plus Starting the Starter

Bittman Bread Whole Wheat Starter
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It’s me, Kerri, getting the story rolling. A few years ago, I asked Mark what I thought was a simple question: “Which recipe should I use for making a sourdough starter?” Until then, I’d only made yeasted breads, but I knew that Mark had been on a naturally fermented bread binge, and that he was keen on working with whole grain doughs.

I wanted in on the action.

His answer was typical, if surprising: “You don’t really need a recipe. Just make a no-knead bread, pull off a lump of dough halfway through, and start feeding it flour and water.”

Thinking This can’t be right; it’s too easy, I spent (I would now say wasted) a day researching other, far more complicated and intimidating methods before following Mark’s lead.

And here we are, almost four years later. He wanted to perfect and expand his whole grain sourdough method, and I was hankering for something new. Just about everything about our methods has changed since then—except starting the starter.

A starter is a mix of flour and water in which wild yeasts thrive. Some people call it “sourdough” or a “mother.” The simplest way to start your starter is to get a blob or a jarful from someone else. If that’s an option, do it. It doesn’t matter if their starter is white, or rye, or whole wheat. It doesn’t matter if it’s old, or young. It just matters that it’s alive. And you’ll make it your starter in no time. (If you already have starter, skip all of this, and skip the Beginner Bittman Bread as well; go straight to Chapter 2, “The Why (and How) of Whole Grain Baking”.)

There are a number of interesting old-fashioned methods for creating starter—letting potatoes, fruit, or other food ferment, then using that to “sour” bread dough to create a yeast-friendly environment, or just making a flour-water mixture that will (hopefully) capture wild yeast and good bacteria. But these methods are tricky: Sometimes they work, and sometimes they don’t. And even when they do, they take many days and frequent attention.

Our way is based on another tradition, that of using a piece of today’s already-fermented dough as the basis for tomorrow’s bread. Before the invention of commercial yeast, bakers would simply hold back a chunk of dough before baking and combine it with new flour and water to begin the process of creating the next loaf. As long as they made bread every day, there was no need to maintain a separate starter. We bake a lot of bread, but even we don’t bake every day. So we needed a starter we could keep in our fridge, always ready to begin our next bread, even if we hadn’t baked for a week.

Our little system works perfectly, and with our foolproof and super-fast starter-from-scratch recipe (easier than making a cup of coffee!), you’ll be baking naturally fermented whole wheat bread three days after you start the process. After that, you’ll only feed it when you bake, or at least once a week.

These are the broad strokes of making our starter: Use any white flour and dry yeast to prepare a loaf of Beginner Bittman Bread, essentially using the original no-knead bread technique. While making this first loaf, you’ll reserve a bit of the dough, the foundation of your starter for all future loaves. (And you’ll bake a loaf to enjoy.) The reserved lump of dough goes into a container to be fed a bit of flour and water over the next few days. By day 3, you’ll have a full-fledged starter and be ready to bake whole grain Bittman Bread—or any of the other recipes in the book.

Combining the minimal handling and slow fermentation approach of no-knead bread with what we have learned working with whole wheat serves three purposes: It gets your starter going, introduces the mixing and folding methods you’ll use throughout this book, and lets you discover the simplicity and ease of our process.

Purists may complain that using commercial yeast in a sourdough starter is cheating. Indeed, there are differences between packaged yeasts and the wild (or ambient) strains you capture by letting flour and/or other ingredients ferment on their own. But your starter will quickly be populated by a combination of wild yeasts that’s unique to your own environment
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