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‘Bread is the king of the table and all else is merely the court that surrounds the king. The countries are the soup, the meat, the vegetables, the salad but bread is king.’ 

Louis Bromfield, American author (1896–1956)






For too long, we have been victims of tasteless, anonymous, identically shaped, characterless, boring bread... Sliced and bagged, clone-like, forming an orderly queue on the shelves waiting to be taken home to bloat out and carb up another unsuspecting individual.

Of course, it wasn’t always like this.

No other foodstuff is more deeply rooted in history and civilisation than bread. In its most basic form – as flat bread made from crushed wheat – bread dates back some 30,000 years. The ‘staff of life’ was portioned to feed the poor, and spelt grain, which has been cultivated for over 7,000 years, is the wheat on which the Romans are said to have built their empire. 

Some time ago (too long ago) the fires of the communal village ovens used to roar as village folk would sit and wait for the wild yeasts in their loaves to do their thing, for the crust to form and crackle and burst.

The communal ovens are long gone, but we can bring back real bread and make it accessible to everyone whatever your budget or lifestyle. We believe in bread that’s lovingly crafted and shaped by hand, with each loaf having its own individual character. Bread that uses seasonal, locally sourced or foraged ingredients. Bread without additives, preservatives or flour treatment agents (all used by the large manufacturers wanting to make more bread, more quickly).

What we’re talking about is the kind of bread that puts smiles on people’s faces. This is one of the main reasons why we both gave up successful careers to start The Thoughtful Bread Company, an artisan bakery tucked away in the south-west of England. We started off small, working round the clock and thriftily scavenging everything (including the kitchen sink!) from restaurants undergoing refurbishments and bakeries up and down the country that had folded in the face of stiff competition from the supermarket giants.

Today, our award-winning bread is found in Michelin-starred restaurants, in the best delis and in children’s lunchboxes. But we still make bread much as you would do at home.




Or at least, you will do, once we have taken you on this journey. Give your loaves the time they need to develop and we guarantee that when you get the knack, they will deliver in flavour and texture, again and again.

In the first part of the book, we’ll guide you through bread-making essentials including kneading, proving and shaping. We’ll also give you lots of thrifty tips about how to get kitted out with all the equipment your armoury will require. We’ll show you how to use the money you’ve saved getting hold of your kit to source the very best ingredients your budget will allow. 

In the next three sections, we’ll talk you through bread recipes – both savoury and sweet – and show you how to make a meal out of them. This is the concept of bread as the king of the table – which simply means that if you’ve made the effort to bake some decent bread, then you’re not far off from having a memorable meal to feed friends and family. Along the way we even divulge some tricks of the trade. 

Finally we’ll show you what to do with your leftovers. When that last slice of bread or unwanted crust is sat at those pearly white gates, we’ll teach you how to turn it into the most heavenly of thrifty goodies. Crust to crust, we promise to reveal how every single morsel can be enjoyed – you’ll have your bread-eating audience coming back for more again and again. 

Bread-making is something we want you to take personally. The beauty of bread is that when made properly and in enough variety, there is something for all regardless of faith, personal taste or special dietary requirements. This book is for everyone – for parents on a budget wanting to send their children to school with something decent to eat in their packed lunch; for students who want to make a meal from the few bits and pieces that might be lying around in the fridge; and for anyone with people to entertain or food to knock up for an impromptu picnic or before the big match kicks off. 

So rise up with us against the bagged and the boring, the bland and the tasteless! The Bread Revolution is here and we’re waiting for you to join it.

Duncan Glendinning and Patrick Ryan of The Thoughtful Bread Company
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Bread – Real Bread, that is – needs only four ingredients: flour, yeast, water and salt. To begin your Bread Revolution, these cornerstone ingredients are the ones to arm yourself with.

Patrick always says that you can’t turn lead into gold, and the end product will only ever be as good as the ingredients you put into it. When we started The Thoughtful Bread Company we decided to save money on equipping the bakery so that we would have the cash to buy the very best ingredients – especially the flour. We’ll show you how you can do the same and get brilliant results. 
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Flour is the heart and soul of your bread, and great bread needs great flour. When we started we bought ours from a small watermill close to where the bakery was born in south-west England. Now the business has grown, it comes from nearby Shipton Mill in Gloucestershire, where they make an incredible range of flours. 





FINDING GOOD BREAD FLOUR

The price difference between good-quality flour and the cheaper stuff is so small compared with the world of difference it will make to your bread, it really is worth paying out for. Good flour has everything to do with the protein content of the wheat. A higher protein content helps to develop more gluten during the kneading process, giving you a better-textured loaf.

Always use strong bread flour, rather than plain (all-purpose) flour, which is more suited to cakes and pastry.

The wheat grain has three parts: the endosperm (where most of the starch is), the germ (with most of the protein) and the outer husk. If possible, buy flour labelled as stoneground. Other flours will most likely have been roller-milled. This is a more commercial way to produce flour, but it puts the grain through more pressure, which can affect the finished product.

We would normally recommend that you source locally, but depending on where you live this may not give the best results. The British weather, for example, is not conducive to good yields of hard wheat (the type with most protein), so in the UK it is best to opt for flours made from a combination of British and imported wheat.




YEAST

In most breads yeast is what helps the dough rise, or leaven. Yeast is a living organism that converts the natural sugars in the flour into (among other things) carbon dioxide. This is what creates all the little bubbles in your dough as it rises. The challenge for the baker is to use just enough yeast to get the job done – use too much and this will impair the flavour. 

Yeast comes in three main forms: fresh, dried and fast-action. Fresh yeast, which is what we use, will give you the best flavour. It can be sourced from most bakeries or from the bakery counters of supermarkets that make their own bread, but has a short shelf life – keep it wrapped up and sealed in an airtight container in the fridge for a maximum of two weeks. 

Active dried yeast and fast-action yeast can be found in the bakery aisles of supermarkets and many local stores. They can be stored in the cupboard and keep for longer than fresh yeast, but do have a stronger flavour and fast-action yeast tends to include additives. All yeast absorbs moisture once the packet is opened and loses its strength over time. Dried and fast-action yeast are more concentrated than fresh, so you use less. 
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TYPES OF FLOUR

Each type of flour, from each mill, has its own character. Some types absorb more water than others. You may find that your recipe requires a little more or a little less water – after all, this is what makes baking bread personal. 

Strong white bread flour

This is produced by sifting wholemeal (whole-wheat) flour to remove some of the bran and germ to make a lighter flour. Buy unbleached where possible, and expect an off-white colour and lovely scent. This is a staple flour for everyday bread-making.

Fine-ground strong wholemeal (whole-wheat) flour 

The coarseness or fineness of wholemeal flour depends on the amount of bran that has been sifted out after grinding. Most wholemeal flours that are easily available are fine ground.

Coarse strong wholemeal (whole-wheat) flour

We use this for our Irish soda bread, which is all about the hearty texture that a coarsely ground flour gives you. It is not as easy to get hold of on the high street, but you can order it online or buy direct if you have a local mill. 

Spelt flour

An ancient ancestor of modern wheat varieties, spelt is not wheat-free but is growing in popularity. As a more primitive grain with a simpler structure it is easier to break down and therefore more easily digestible if you have a wheat allergy or intolerance. You can find both wholemeal and white spelt flour.

Rye flour

Another good flour if you have a wheat allergy or intolerance. The downside is that it is low in gluten, so rye breads are denser and have a slightly gummier texture. Rye is often mixed with wheat for a lighter-textured bread that still has rye’s distinctive flavour.

Rice flour 

Ideal for gluten-free diets and stocked in supermarkets and wholefood shops, rice flour is used for the crust of our tasty tiger bread. It can’t be used on its own for bread and is usually combined with other gluten-free flours.




WATER

This activates the yeast and protein in the flour and brings the dough together. There is no need to use filtered or bottled water unless you live in an area where the water is heavily treated. We get ours from a borehole on the farm where our bakery is based, but when we make bread at home or at friends’ houses we use water straight from the tap. 

You may also read about the temperature of the water being vital in bread-making, but as long as it is lukewarm or room temperature or you will be fine. The main thing to avoid is using hot water, as this will kill off the yeast. 

We have given the amount of water in millilitres, but if you want to be really accurate you could use digital scales to weigh it rather than relying on a measuring jug. You simply use the same weight in grams as the volume we have given in millilitres – 100 ml of water converts to 100 g. This rule of thumb also works for milk, but is not exact for heavier liquids such as oil. 

SALT

A natural flavour enhancer, salt has been used for thousands of years as a way of preserving food. It was also a currency in Roman times, giving rise to the saying ‘a man worth his salt’. 

Salt has had a lot of bad press for its negative health effects, but the amount used in home-made bread is modest compared with the quantities in processed foods, and in bread-making, salt is an essential ingredient. It regulates the yeast activity in your dough and helps the flour to absorb water – try making a dough without salt and see how sticky it gets. 

Choose natural sea salt over the cheaper processed kinds, which often contain additives such as anti-caking agents. Fine sea salt will dissolve more easily. 

While salt is essential, avoid direct contact between yeast and salt at all costs as they are not good friends. Salt in concentration will kill off the yeast so is best blended with the flour beforehand. 
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EGGS

We are lucky enough to have a beautiful brood of hens at the bakery who lay the most delicious eggs (and get their fair share of tasty seed in return). If you have ever tried freshly laid eggs from genuinely free-range chickens you will know that the difference is startling – not only the taste, but the colour of the yolk. It is beautifully golden, compared with the pale, colourless appearance of their mass-produced counterparts.

A good egg makes all the difference in baking (see the brioche), so if you have a local farm or know someone who keeps chickens in their garden why not offer them a barter – bread in return for delicious fresh eggs.

Or try keeping your own hens. You need only a relatively small amount of space and the upkeep is not labour-intensive or time-consuming. Ex-battery hens are often available for a very small cost, and giving them a new home is so rewarding. 




BUTTER & MILK

Butter and milk both help to develop a rich flavour in bread. Butter (and other fats such as rapeseed oil or olive oil) will also give the bread slightly better keeping qualities and a softer texture.

We buy from our local depot as we need rather large quantities. We do, however, always read the labels to make sure that the milk is locally produced. It’s a way to support our dairy farmers. 

SUGAR

Think of sugar as food for yeast. Flour contains natural sugars so adding more sugar isn’t absolutely necessary, but it helps the bread to prove up and also contributes to the flavour. For the recipes in this book opt for unrefined sugars – golden caster (superfine), soft or dark brown sugar, demerara or even molasses – over processed white sugars, as they will be more easily digested by the yeast.

When we do want white sugar we use one made from sugar beets here in Britain so we can cut down on food miles. For demerara and other unrefined sugars made from sugar cane look for those marked as Fairtrade.






[image: ]



The very best ingredients don’t have to cost the world. While we believe it is worth investing in good flour, cheese and eggs, the wild larder has an abundance of produce that is ripe for the picking, and free! At The Thoughtful Bread Company we always try to have at least one bread on sale that champions food from the wild larder. 

Here is a handful of foraged ingredients that we use in a number of the recipes in this book and provide a great introduction to food for free. They are common through most of the UK, but take a good local foraging guidebook and discover what you have close to home.

WILD GARLIC (RAMSONS)

In spring you’ll smell the pungent, fresh, garlicky aroma as you approach wooded areas. Our favourite ingredient from the wild larder, wild garlic tends to grow in large patches. Free food doesn’t get better than this. The leaves are great in salads, sautéed and added to flavour a bread, or used in pesto.

NETTLES

These are available year round but are best picked in the spring from overgrown gardens, hedgerows, woods and riverbanks. Wearing gloves, pinch off the top two sets of leaves from plants that haven’t yet gone to seed. Blanch them as you would spinach (to remove the sting!). We season ours with grated nutmeg and it makes the fragrant nettle & chive bread, packed full of vitamin C and iron.




CHICKWEED

Available all year in back gardens, wastelands and hedgerows, chickweed produces tender shoots with a pleasant, pea-like flavour that are great raw in salads. We put them in the panzanella salad.

JACK-BY-THE-HEDGE

Found in back gardens, woods and along footpaths in early spring, the young leaves add a mild garlicky and mustardy flavour to salads.

HAZELNUTS, COBNUTS & WALNUTS

Hazelnuts and cobnuts (a type of hazel) are abundant along footpaths and in woods. They ripen and drop from the trees from early autumn. Walnuts are less common but if you have any trees nearby, then make the most of them. Pick the walnuts as the bitter, fleshy outer skin dries and splits open to reveal the hard-cased nut. Use in breads and dips, or in salads. 

BLACKBERRIES

These are available from late summer – not just in the autumn – everywhere from woods and hedges to back gardens. The lowest-hanging berries in a cluster are usually the ripest. Once washed they freeze well and make fantastic jam or compote. 

GROW YOUR OWN HERBS

Aside from what the wild larder has to offer, you can have a go at growing your own herbs, veg or even fruit with very little space. A balcony or even a windowsill will do just fine, but with a small patio garden or a neglected flowerbed the possibilities are endless!

At Thoughtful HQ, we got tired of buying fresh herbs that can easily be grown in the UK, only to find out they were being raised thousands of miles away, or in conflict-ridden, water-starved countries where the growers need their water to raise enough food for themselves. So we bought some young plants from a nearby nursery for the price of a few packs of cut herbs and made our own herb bed. 

A year on, you can’t see the soil for the sheer amount of foliage and we are virtually self-sufficient for all our herb needs.
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