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Introduction
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We all appreciate the charms of a floury artisan loaf warm from the oven, a baguette fresh from a French bakery, a saffron bun purchased from a farmers’ market in Cornwall, or the fantastic flavours of a dense wholemeal loaf made by a friend at home. Bread, although a dietary staple, is one of the world’s great gourmet foods, and whilst the convenience of the shop-bought loaf cannot be denied, it bears very little resemblance to the charms of bread made by hand.

There is an apparent mystique to bread making that deters many people from having a stab at it, even though they would not think twice about knocking up a delicate soufflé, stuffing and roasting a goose, or using a blowtorch to caramelise the sugar on top of a crème brûlée. But bread making is no more complex than any of the culinary arts; indeed, the method is so simple that a child can knock up a loaf with ease.

Bread making appeals to very base instincts! Making a loaf is an intensely satisfying physical experience; turning a sticky mass of flour, water and yeast into a silky piece of dough, with a life of its own, is positively sensual. Seeing a piece of dough grow to twice its size never fails to thrill. And the smell of fresh baked bread alone is so positively intoxicating that estate agents maintain it can tip the balance in house purchases.

It is easy to become nostalgic about the lost art of bread making, to have visions of our ancestors kneading dough at the farmhouse table through a hazy, soft-focus cloud of flour. The truth is not so picturesque, for whilst bread has been integral to our survival – it has been a staple since the Stone Age – making it ourselves has not always been possible. Growing the grain to make flour, grinding it by hand, or taking it to the miller to be ground, is hard graft. Kneading bread at home may have been part of the daily routine, but often it was taken to a central oven to be baked as most people did not have the luxury of owning an oven in their home. Indeed, we have been dependent on bakers as far back as the early Egyptians and the Romans.

What has changed is that bread is no longer made locally, by skilled individuals using the same basic systems and ingredients as our forebears, to create fantastic, nutritious and tasty loaves. The Chorleywood mass production process, developed in 1961, intrinsically changed the nature of our daily bread. With the introduction of additives, and high-speed mixing, the natural rising and proving stages of bread making were curtailed, creating a cost-efficient loaf that was 40 per cent softer, more uniform in shape with a longer shelf life. This at the expense of taste, texture and nutrition. Today in Britain, we consume around 12 million loaves a day. Some 80 per cent of sales are made from the pre-packed loaves produced by large bakeries; in-store bakeries account for 17 per cent of sales, while just three per cent are taken by small high street bakers.

But the good news is that we are better equipped today to make delicious bread at home than ever before in history. The mass of bread-making flours for sale in the supermarkets are far superior to anything our forebears used. Heritage flours, made from blends of old varieties of wheat, can be purchased from traditional mills, specialist suppliers and over the internet. Many watermills and windmills are being restored to grind flour again. The National Trust is doing so in many places, from Cotehele in Cornwall to Hardwick in Derbyshire, often so they can grind home-grown wheat and bake on site or sell flour locally. Regional flour from all over the world can be bought locally, allowing us to make our own authentic versions of a range of foreign breads. Water comes out of the tap and we all have ovens in which to bake. Yeast is readily available, both fresh and dried, or we can make our own wild yeast from sourdough starters at home.

No excuse there then. Nor should time constraints be an issue. Bread making does not actually take much energy – just some short bursts of activity spread out over a matter of hours. Indeed, with our sedentary lives, you might like to look upon a little light kneading as ten minutes of exercise, though none could pretend that bread making is good for the waistline. Nevertheless, the more bread you make, the more you will make, and producing a loaf will become as much a part of the rhythm of life as brushing your teeth in the morning.

This book has a mass of recipes for you to try, some simpler than others and most steeped in history and tradition. You can enjoy making regional breads from Scotland, England, Ireland and Wales, as well as tackling historic recipes. I have also included some popular foreign breads, as well as a few contemporary recipes. You will quickly discover favourites that you can turn out in no time at all.

There is one simple truth about bread making – you never stop learning. I am not going to pretend that I am a master baker. I am merely an enthusiastic amateur and have had my fair share of disasters. I would urge you to read about the ingredients and processes of bread making before you get your pinny on so that my failures will help you to avoid the same pitfalls. Above all else, please, please do not let one small set-back deter you.

Nor should you let the lack of fancy equipment stop you from having a go. It is very helpful to have a bread cutter, a dough scraper and a banetton – of which more later. However you can manage perfectly well without these gadgets. None of the recipes in this book require the use of a mixer; I still don’t have one myself and I get terribly cross when recipe books specify their use because I feel excluded.

So let’s celebrate our national heritage, rediscover the joy of bread making and feed our families the kind of bread that makes them sigh with pleasure! I am not saying you will never buy another sliced loaf, but I am encouraging you to spread your culinary wings and start to make bread on a regular basis.


Ingredients
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“We were served on gold and silver plates, but we had to eat the same kind of war bread that every other family had to eat.”

Eleanor Roosevelt, Buckingham Palace, 1942

Salt

I have decided to begin with salt because it’s the ingredient that is easiest to forget. For this reason, I’ve put salt first in all the recipes in this book. In my opinion a loaf without salt does not taste good. But its function is more than just mere flavouring: salt tightens the gluten network and thus regulates the speed at which the dough rises. Without it, your dough may well be sticky and difficult to work. You can use regular table salt, but most serious bakers use rock salt or sea salt, although not the coarse granular form as these crystals don’t incorporate so easily. Look for a fine-grain rock or sea salt if you want to make life easy, or attack your crystals with a pestle and mortar to reduce them to a fine grain. Salt inhibits the action of yeast and therefore it’s really important to keep the two ingredients apart. Some purists argue that if you seek out traditionally milled flour to use in bread making it is so flavourful that the addition of salt is unnecessary.

Yeast

Yeast is a member of the Saccaronmyces, or ‘sugar fungi’. As it breaks down the starches in flour into the sugar it needs for sustenance, it releases alcohol and carbon dioxide, and it is these gas bubbles that inflate and ferment the dough during rising, proving and the early stages of baking. The alcohol is lost as the dough is baked. When it is fed, the yeast will reproduce furiously – its cells will divide, and the process continues apace. The temperature of the dough needs to be between 25–30°C (77–86°F) for the yeast to be active. To put that in perspective, a comfortable room temperature for us is usually somewhere in the region of 18–20°C (64–68°F). A drop in temperature or a draught will inhibit the action of the yeast, which is why it is so important to maintain your dough at a steady temperature and keep it covered.

Fresh yeast and dried yeast can be substituted, as long as the appropriate methods are followed. As a rule of thumb, you usually require twice the weight of fresh yeast to dried yeast. In this book, I will give you the required weights for all types of yeasts, as when I started making bread I never seemed to have the correct yeast specified by the recipes.

Fresh Yeast

Fresh yeast can be obtained from many good organic shops as well as some supermarkets, or you may be able to purchase it direct from a supermarket bakery. It is sold in small blocks – you only need a little – and it has a short life of around two weeks. You must keep it in the refrigerator. Some people maintain that fresh yeast can be frozen successfully, but, in my experience, this is rather hit and miss.

Fast Action Dried Yeast and Dried Yeast

Dried yeast is available in two forms: dried yeast granules, which need to be activated with liquid, or fast-action (easy blend) granules, which are mixed directly into the dry ingredients. Fast-action yeast is easy to use, reliable and convenient – ideal for beginners. Be sure to keep it out of direct contact with salt as you add the ingredients. Dried yeast, like fresh, must be mixed with tepid water or milk, then left for 15–20 minutes until frothing, before it can be used.

Sourdough Starter

The good news is that some people who are gluten ‘sensitive’ may find that they can digest sourdough bread without any unpleasant side effects. The wild yeast and bacteria incubated in a starter help to break down the proteins and carbohydrates in the flour. For the rest of us – sourdough is simply the most delicious bread. To develop your own sourdough culture you will have to give the yeast the right conditions – warmth, water, food and time – to allow the wild Candida milleri to develop. The food comes in the form of rye flour, or a wheat and rye mix, which is combined with water to allow the yeast to develop. The use of rye flour is significant because its natural sugars are broken down more easily than those in wheat.

You’ll usually only use around a quarter of your starter at a time. Top it up when you remove some, so that you always have a starter to use. Once it is established, it will continue to develop and the flavour can become quite strong. Most people keep their starters in a fridge and just bring them up to room temperature before use. They can be frozen but lose some of their potency in the process. However, it is faster than starting the whole process from scratch.

A sourdough starter cannot be used interchangeably with any recipe, as with fresh yeast or dried yeast. A starter can be made with various flours (see here), which impact on the behaviour of the dough. Until you gain experience working with starters, it is best to follow a recipe for sourdough bread.

Raising Agents

Some breads, as well as many cakes, use raising agents instead of yeast. Bicarbonate of soda is alkaline and produces carbon dioxide as soon as it is mixed with an acidic substance, such as yoghurt, buttermilk or soured cream. The carbon dioxide gas forms bubbles in the dough, which expand when exposed to heat. The process is fast and the dough should be moved from the mixing stage to cooking as quickly as possible.

Flour

Almost anything can, and has been, ground into flour – wheat, obviously, but also rye, barley, spelt, corn, oats, rice, chestnuts, chickpeas, soya and even acorns have been used during times of famine. Theoretically, you can use any type of flour to make bread, but that doesn’t mean you should reach for
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