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  INTRODUCTION


  When I first heard that my publisher was interested in doing a book about bread and baking, I was so excited! Baking, especially bread, has always been my passion – in fact if my career hadn’t gone down the route it has, I would have been a baker. Those three simple ingredients – flour, yeast, water – and what they are transformed into has always fascinated me. Even as a young boy, I would spend hours at my uncle’s bakery just watching as he mixed, kneaded, pulled, shaped and baked, pushing and turning loaves in and out of his big wood-fired oven. The smell was irresistible and I couldn’t wait to taste whatever panino he would let me have. My mother also baked, usually once a week, and on that morning I would awake to that dreamy smell of home baking that made me jump out of bed ravenous and run into the warmth of the smoke-filled kitchen.


  When I worked at The Neal Street Restaurant and later at my own restaurant, I would arrive very early – in fact often during the night – so I could do the day’s baking – bread, focaccia, torte salate, perhaps pastry for crostata depending on the day’s menu, and seasonal bakes like Pastiera di Grano at Easter or Panettoncini at Christmas. I loved starting my day like this – it was like a ritual – from lighting the ovens, mixing the yeast, watching those bubbles appear, leaving the dough to rise and that magical moment when the baked goodies came out of the oven.


  For me baking is an almost magical process; it never ceases to amaze me that a few simple basic ingredients mixed together and placed in the oven produce such incredible, mouth-watering delicacies the world over craves. Take cakes, for instance, that mushy mixture made up in a bowl transforms itself into something wonderful, giving pleasure to many – it may be for a birthday or just simply to enjoy at teatime, but is always a joy.


  There is always a kind of excitement when baking for whatever reason or occasion, an anticipation of how the bread, cake, biscuits, focaccia or pie will turn out and the smells of home baking are heavenly, filling the house with a warm feeling and irresistible aroma no air freshener can ever match! Whether you bake or not, are an expert or just like to try a recipe from time to time, I think everyone loves the idea of home baking. Young children love to experiment with dough or pastry and make their own shapes, or help mix a cake and then lick the spoon! The taste of any home-baked product can never be matched by commercially produced goods.
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  Wherever I am in Italy, I always like to check out the local panetteria (bakery), or in smaller villages known as forno (oven), to see which delicious regional varieties they offer, and not only bread but focaccia, torte salate, tarts, biscuits and cakes. I never leave empty-handed and love to try their specialities. Local bakeries in Italy bake all their own goods in the back and are often family-run from generations so you know what you are consuming is good-quality home-produced stuff. Some larger panetterie, especially in bigger towns and cities, offer drinks and you can sit or stand at the counter to enjoy an espresso and brioche at breakfast or a pizzetta for a quick lunch.


  Traditionally, the forno or panetteria (bakery) was a place for locals to meet up, especially in small towns and villages. Not everyone had an oven at home, so it was quite normal for housewives to make the bread dough and perhaps other baked goods and take them along to the bakery to be baked in the wood-fired oven. Lots of people did this, so a different mark would be made on each loaf so it could be returned to the right person. I remember this was still quite common when I was a little boy and the bakery was always a busy place. The families who owned pieces of land for the purpose of growing their own produce often had an oven built nearby so they could do their baking there as well as work on their allotment.


  Although all the recipes in this book have been tested in an electric fan-assisted oven, I love the old wood-fired ovens, so a few years ago, I had one built in my garden. I love baking bread and pizza in it – the smell and taste transport me back to my childhood days.


  Bread and baked goods mean tradition. And bakeries honour these traditions when certain breads and baked goods are made to celebrate the feast day of a local patron saint or during festivities like Christmas, Easter and Carnevale. Each region has its own roots which once symbolised a ritual or perhaps were made for nobility or even came about as cucina povera (poor man’s food) – now those specialities are symbols of that tradition and have become part of that town’s or region’s culture. And quite often a town will be famous for that particular product and Sagre (food festivals) are held in honour of it.


  I love the history of how a foodstuff has evolved and in Italy there are so many stories, but to include them all would mean writing volumes. So in this book I would like to share a selection of my favourite easy to create recipes for products which can be found in a typical Italian bakery – some traditional, some unusual to a particular area and some with a modern twist.


  Enjoy and Happy Baking!
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  FLOURS


  FOR MAKING BREAD, PIZZA, FOCACCIA AND PAN DOLCI


  Use a good-quality strong bread flour which has more protein and is ideal for bread making. I like to use strong Canadian flour, available from good supermarkets.


  I also use Italian Manitoba 00 flour, which has a high protein content and is available from good Italian delis and online. This should not to be confused with ‘00’ flour for pasta making. Always check what is written on the packet and make sure it is suitable for bread making before using.


  Semola di grano duro rimacinata (hard durum wheat semolina) is good for rustic breads, such as Altamura, giving the bread its classic yellow colour. Again, this flour can be found in good Italian delis or online.


  FOR PASTRIES AND BISCUITS


  A good-quality plain flour which is made with softer wheats, widely available. I have noticed a lot of brands now specify on their packets what the flour is suitable for, so always check on the label before buying.


  FOR CAKES


  A good-quality self-raising flour. Alternatively, you can add baking powder to plain flour. In Italy baking powder is sold in sachets known as lievito per dolci (raising agent for cakes). Again, always check the packets before using.


  GLUTEN-FREE FLOUR


  Doves do an excellent range of gluten-free flours for bread and other baking purposes as well as a gluten-free baking powder.


  Chickpea, chestnut, rice, potato, polenta and almond flours are all gluten-free, however, don’t just substitute these with regular flours as whatever you are making may not turn out as well as you wanted it to be. A lot of these flours have to be mixed with other flours to obtain the correct strength and consistency, so always follow the recipes when making gluten-free and check the labels on packets. Recipes that are totally gluten-free are highlighted in this book.
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  YEAST


  Yeast is an organism of the fungus family which is used as a rising agent in breads and other baked goods that require the dough to rise. For the dough to rise, the yeast needs to grow, and for this it requires a combination of moisture, warmth and food. Yeast is alive and needs to be treated correctly – that is why lukewarm water or milk is used to dissolve the yeast before it is added to the flour. Yeast comes in three forms – fresh, dried and fast-action easy blend.


  FRESH YEAST


  I like to use fresh yeast and find that it produces the best results. It can be bought from bakeries and supermarkets with an in-store bakery. I find it such a shame that fresh yeast is not more easily available in this country. In Italy, most supermarkets sell 25g/1oz packaged cubes of fresh yeast in their fridge section, which is perfect for domestic use. Here it is usually sold in large blocks so what you don’t use, you should wrap very tightly in clingfilm and store in the refrigerator for up to two weeks. If you freeze fresh yeast, make sure it is tightly wrapped and it will probably keep for up to a month.


  DRIED YEAST AND FAST-ACTION EASY BLEND


  Despite my preference for fresh, I always keep some dried yeast in my storecupboard. These are fresh yeasts which have been dried and are much more concentrated than the fresh variety. Dried yeast is usually sold in small tins and needs to be dissolved in the same way as fresh yeast.


  The fast-action yeast is usually sold in 7g/¼oz sachets and combined with flour before adding the liquid.


  I have used fresh yeast throughout this book, but if you don’t have it, then please do use the dried variety, but always check the instructions on the label for quantities before using.


  BIGA


  A biga (starter dough) has been used in Italian bread making since yeast has been around. It helps boost the performance of bread as well as adding a light open texture and maintaining the bread for longer. It is made daily with a tiny amount of fresh yeast, water and the same flour which the bread will be made out of. Extra fresh yeast is also added to speed up rising times; however, bread can be made with just the biga as long as it is left to rise for longer. This is my version of an Italian biga used to make Puglian Bread.


  2g/under ⅛oz fresh yeast


  150ml/5fl oz/⅔ cup lukewarm water


  120g/4½oz/1 cup strong white bread flour or semolina


  Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water. Put the flour on a clean work surface, add the yeast mixture and mix until it is well incorporated. Cover with clingfilm and leave at room temperature for 24 hours before using.


  COOKING NOTES


  • Making egg wash – Lightly beat 1 egg yolk and 1 tablespoon of milk together in a bowl.


  • Preparing tins – All the tins can be greased with either a little oil or softened or melted butter. If the tins need lining, then use either parchment or baking paper.


  • Resting dough – When resting dough, ideally it should be left in the oven with the light on.


  PANE Bread


  For me, there is no other foodstuff more satisfying and complete than bread. It has been a staple in most countries of the world for thousands of years. There was a time when people had bread to eat and little else; it is one of the most basic foods of human life.


  Italians take bread very seriously – it is present at every meal – from dunking into milky coffee at breakfast to accompanying all courses during lunch and dinner. And the traditional merenda (teatime snack) for children after school has always been pane, burro e marmelata (bread, butter and jam). If, for any reason, fresh bread is not available, Italians always keep a storecupboard supply of grissini, taralli, freselle or other hard-baked bread substitutes, just in case.


  Bread also forms a vital part of the Italian food culture and is intertwined in many local traditions, rituals, feasts and religious festivities. Traditionally, festive breads were made on the day the village celebrated its patron saint; volunteers would go from door to door with big baskets filled with votive breads in exchange for an offering. Bread and religion are closely linked and bread is said to be a gift from God. This is probably why leftover bread is never wasted and it is considered bad luck to throw it away, so any leftovers are made into breadcrumbs or used up in other culinary ways. There are even whole museums dedicated to this humble but important foodstuff throughout Italy – in Trapani Sicily, Cosenza and in Sardinia.


  It is said Italy produces over 1500 types of bread. Every region, town, village and even bakery has its own specialities, whether it’s the way the bread is cooked, left to rise, the type of flour or the shape of the loaf, the varieties are endless and fascinating. Probably the most famous is the Pane di Altamura – bread from the little town in Puglia which a few years ago made international news when locals fought to close down McDonalds in favour of a bakery. The rustic loaf is made with local hard durum wheat semola flour, is a lovely yellow colour with a hard crust, and has been made a Denomación de Origen (DOP) protected product. There is also the Pane di Genzano, a town outside Rome, whose soft white loaf covered with wheat bran has also been given DOP status.


  There is nothing more pleasurable than making your own bread and the aroma from the oven from a freshly baked loaf is one of the best. It is so simple to make a standard traditional loaf – flour, yeast, salt and water – which forms the basis of most breads including the popular grissini (breadsticks), which are so often found on the Italian table at mealtimes for anyone preferring a light and crunchy alternative.


  For the next step up, enriched breads, like Casatiello, which is made in southern Italy at Easter, are made perhaps for a special occasion and packed with lots of other ingredients. Italians are also now experimenting with age-old grains like spelt, buckwheat, and adding seeds to their dough for a healthier approach.


  Traditionally, bread is made with a biga (starter), which is still used in Italian bakeries. A small amount of dough from the previous day’s baking is kept and added to start a new dough. The biga, or la Madre (mother) as it is sometimes referred to, starts with flour and water and is left to ferment naturally for a long time, or sometimes organic plain yogurt can be added or a tiny amount of yeast to speed up the process.


  


  THE STAGES OF BREAD MAKING


  MIXING


  This is when you combine the basic ingredients – usually flour and salt – then pour in the yeast mixture and remaining liquid. Mix with either a wooden spoon or, as I prefer, by hand, until all the ingredients are well incorporated and form into a dough. All the recipes in this book have been tried and tested; however, you may find you need to add a little more or less liquid – sometimes weather humidity plays an important factor. If you find you have added all the liquid and it is too much, simply add a little flour.


  KNEADING


  This is the process of manipulating the dough so the yeast is evenly distributed and the proteins in the flour develop the gluten. Lightly flour a work surface and place the dough on it. Place the heel of your hand on top of the dough and push away from you. Using your fingertips, flip the dough over, pulling the dough back towards you. Continue doing this, alternating hands, for about 10 minutes or as specified in the recipe. To see if a dough has been kneaded for long enough, roll it tightly into a ball, poke it with your finger – if it springs back readily and has a smooth appearance, it is ready. Some enriched doughs, such as brioche, can be very sticky, so these are easier made in a mixing bowl or in a freestanding mixer with the dough hook attachment.


  RISING


  This is the stage when the dough is set to rest so that it can expand. Place the ball of dough into a large bowl, cover with either a cloth or clingfilm, and leave in a warm place. This can be near a source of heat, the linen cupboard, warm utility room or in the oven with just the light on. On a hot day, it can be left anywhere in the kitchen. Follow rising times as stated in the recipes; however, you may find that you need a little shorter or longer. Basically an hour should suffice for normal bread dough, but the general rule is until the dough has doubled in size. Be careful the dough could also over-rise and collapse. If this happens, knead the dough for a few minutes and leave to rise again. You can make dough in advance, cover it with clingfilm and store it in the refrigerator, where it will rise very slowly, and then use it when required.


  KNOCKING BACK AND SHAPING


  This is when you take the dough and ‘knock back’ all the air bubbles that have been created during rising. If you didn’t do this, the dough would eventually collapse. To knock back, you simply knead again but only for a couple of minutes. Sometimes the recipe requires other ingredients and this is the time to knead them in until they are well incorporated.


  It is now time to shape the dough, whether it is a whole loaf or individual rolls. To divide the dough into pieces, use a dough cutter. Once the dough has been shaped, place in the prepared baking tin.


  PROVING


  This is the final rising before the dough is baked. Loosely cover the dough and leave to rest in a warm place. Proving time should not take as long as the first rising; however, check the recipe and do not allow to overproof. The dough should be well risen, feel soft and spongy, and if you prod with your finger the dough will spring back slowly. During this time, preheat the oven.


  BAKING


  This is when the bread goes into the oven – make sure the oven is hot and at the correct temperature. At the beginning of baking, the dough continues to rise due to the formation of steam and stops when the dough hardens and the yeast dies. Check the baking times of your recipe but all ovens are different and timings can vary slightly. For the purpose of this book, all the recipes have been tested in a fan oven. Basically a loaf of bread is ready when it is golden brown all over and sounds hollow when tapped underneath. If the top has browned too quickly, place some foil over or, if possible, turn over the bread on its side and continue to bake. Remove from the oven and leave to cool on a wire rack before eating.
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  BASIC BREAD DOUGH


  This is my version of a basic bread loaf. With just basic ingredients and so simple to make, there is no reason why it can’t be made every day.


  Serves 6


  semolina, for sprinkling


  12g/just under ½oz fresh yeast


  350ml/12fl oz/1½ cups lukewarm water


  500g/1lb 2oz/4 cups strong white bread flour


  8g/just under ¼oz/1¼ tsp salt


  Sprinkle a flat baking tray with semolina.


  Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water. Combine the flour and salt on a clean work surface, then gradually add the yeast liquid, mixing with your hands until a soft dough forms. Knead the dough for 10 minutes until smooth and elastic. Place the dough in a large bowl, cover with a cloth and leave to rest in a warm place for 1 hour, or until it has doubled in size.


  Knock the dough back down and shape into a round loaf or whichever shape you prefer (see overleaf for shaping ideas – there are many traditional shapes you can try). Place on the prepared baking tray, cover with a cloth and leave to rise again for 30 minutes.


  Meanwhile, preheat the oven to 220°C (fan)/240°C/475°F/Gas mark 9.


  Bake the bread on the bottom shelf of the oven for 30 minutes. The best way to test if the loaf is ready is to bang it gently on the base; if it sounds hollow, the bread is ready. Remove from the oven and leave to cool.


  This bread is delicious eaten on the day it is made. However, if stored correctly, it will keep for a few days and is delicious toasted, used to make bruschetta or made into breadcrumbs.
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  GRISSINI – PLAIN


  Breadsticks


  Grissini were first made in Turin in the 1600s for the son of a duke who was unable to eat bread. Since then, they have become a firm favourite in the Italian bread basket, especially popular with dieting ladies preferring the lighter, crispier breadstick to a bread roll. In Italy, artisan-produced grissini bought from good bakery shops can be as long as 80cm/31½in; some have a twisty pattern and some are long and skinny. I like to make my own grissini as they can be kept for longer and make a lovely snack at any time. They are delicious wrapped with slices of prosciutto and served with drinks or as part of an antipasto. This is my version of plain grissini – you can also add flavours, see here and here


  Makes about 24


  15g/½oz fresh yeast


  280ml/9½fl oz/1¼ cups lukewarm water


  250g/9oz/2 cups strong white bread flour


  250g/9oz/scant 1½ cups durum wheat semolina flour, plus extra for sprinkling


  10g/¼oz/1½ tsp salt


  4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


  Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water. Combine the flour, semolina and salt. Pour in the extra virgin olive oil and gradually add the yeast mixture, mixing well to make a dough. Knead the dough for 5 minutes, then cover with a cloth and leave to rest in a warm place for 20 minutes.


  Roll out the dough on a lightly floured work surface to a rough square. Lightly brush with a little water and sprinkle a handful of semolina. Using a pastry cutter or sharp knife, cut out strips about 2cm/¾in wide. Don’t worry about the length, as they can be different sizes.


  Sprinkle some semolina on a baking tray, then place the grissini on the tray, gently pulling at either side as you place them down. Space them about 2cm/¾in apart. If you want the grissini to have a roundish shape, roll each strip gently with your fingers before placing them on the baking tray. Leave to rest in a warm place for 30 minutes.


  Preheat the oven to 220°C (fan)/240°C/475°F/Gas mark 9.


  Bake the grissini in the oven for 10 minutes. Remove from the oven and turn the oven down to 100°C (fan)/110°C/212°F/Gas mark ¼. Once this temperature is reached, put the grissini back in for 40 minutes or until golden brown. Remove from the oven and leave to cool.
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  GRISSINI AL PARMIGGIANO


  Parmesan Breadsticks


  The addition of Parmesan makes these very moreish indeed.


  Makes about 24


  15g/½oz fresh yeast


  280ml/9½fl oz/1¼ cups lukewarm water


  250g/9oz/2 cups strong white bread flour


  250g/9oz/scant 1½ cups durum wheat semolina flour, plus extra for sprinkling


  10g/¼oz/1½ tsp salt


  85g/3oz/¾ cup grated Parmesan cheese


  4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil,


  Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water. Combine the flour, semolina, salt and grated Parmesan. Pour in the extra virgin olive oil and gradually add the yeast mixture mixing well to make a dough. Knead for 5 minutes, then cover with a cloth and leave to rest for 20 minutes.


  Roll out the dough on a lightly floured work surface to a rough square. Lightly brush with a little water and sprinkle a handful of semolina. Using a pastry cutter or sharp knife, cut out strips about 2cm/¾in wide. Don’t worry about the length, as they can be different sizes.


  Sprinkle some semolina on a baking tray. Place the grissini on the tray gently pulling at either side as you place them down. Space them about 2cm/¾in apart. If you want the grissini to have a roundish shape, roll each strip gently with your fingers before placing them on the baking tray. Leave to rest in a warm place for 30 minutes.


  Preheat the oven at 220°C (fan)/240°C/475°F/Gas mark 9.


  Bake the grissini in the oven for 10 minutes. Remove from the oven and turn the oven down to 100°C (fan)/110°C/212°F/Gas mark ¼. Wait for the oven to reach this temperature, then put the grissini back in for 40 minutes or until golden brown. Remove from the oven and leave to cool.


  


  GRISSINI ALLE ERBE


  Mixed Herb Breadsticks


  Some chopped mixed herbs are added for an extra kick and colour.


  Makes about 24


  15g/½oz fresh yeast


  180ml/6fl oz/¾ cup lukewarm water


  250g/9oz/2 cups strong white bread flour


  250g/9oz/scant 1½ cups durum wheat semolina flour, plus extra for sprinkling


  10g/¼oz/1½ tsp salt


  needles of 1 rosemary branch, finely chopped


  handful of thyme leaves, finely chopped


  8 sage leaves, finely chopped


  4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil


  Dissolve the yeast in the lukewarm water. Combine the flour, semolina, salt and herbs. Pour in the extra virgin olive oil and gradually add the yeast mixture, mixing well to make a dough. Knead for 5 minutes, then cover with a cloth and leave to rest for 20 minutes.


  Roll out the dough on a lightly floured work surface to a rough square. Lightly brush with a little water and sprinkle a handful of semolina. Using a pastry cutter or sharp knife, cut out strips about 2cm/¾in wide. Don’t worry about the length, as they can be different sizes.


  Sprinkle some semolina on a baking tray. Place the grissini on the tray, gently pulling at either side as you place them down. Space them about 2cm/¾in apart. If you want the grissini to have a roundish shape, roll each strip gently with your fingers before placing them on the baking tray. Leave to rest in a warm place for 30 minutes.


  Preheat the oven at 220°C (fan)/240°C/475°F/Gas mark 9.


  Bake the grissini in the oven for 10 minutes. Remove from the oven and turn the oven down to 100°C (fan)/110°C/212°F/Gas mark ¼. Wait for the oven to reach this temperature, then put the grissini back in for 40 minutes or until golden brown. Remove from the oven and leave to cool.


  


  TRECCIA CON RICOTTA E SALVIA


  Plaited Loaf with Ricotta and Sage


  I love experimenting with bread, and the addition of ricotta to the dough gives this bread its light texture. The chopped sage leaves give it a mildly pleasant aroma, but could be omitted if you prefer or more added for a stronger flavour. It is delicious sliced and spread with butter or eaten with some bread and cheese for a delicious snack.


  Serves 6–8


  12g/just under ½oz fresh yeast


  200ml/7fl oz/scant 1 cup lukewarm water


  250g/9oz/scant 1½ cups durum wheat semolina flour, plus extra for sprinkling


  250g/9oz/2
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