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Introduction


THE HANDMADE LOAF is about making the most of what we have; about appreciating what grows in the soil, what is local, and being economical and resourceful with it. We have so much, too much, that we can buy, yet the basic labour of doing, the making with our own hands, is what enlivens us and makes us feel human. Someone once asked me why I bother mixing and shaping bread by hand. I didn’t have the words to answer them, nor could I understand why they didn’t just know. I will not let my fingers be reduced to simply button-pressing, dial-twirling or switch-flicking. There is no instrument in my bag of baker’s tools more useful and adaptable than my two hands, and as long as I can use them to make and shape bread, I will.

While travelling through northern Europe, I have met people who bake bread in a considered way: bakers who adapt their ingredients according to what is plentiful or scarce at different times of the year. Some bake with wood-fired ovens, some with gas or electric. Some let machines assist them, some bake free-hand. Solitary bakers, and groups of bakers. Many of the recipes that I’ve written for this book reflect the techniques they use, as well as each baker’s response to the ingredients he has at his disposal.

I haven’t raided these bakers’ personal recipe books, for if I did I couldn’t give each community the space it deserves, and nor could I speak their languages well enough to be sure my translations were accurate. But by watching, living, and baking with them, I have distilled the breads we baked into new recipes which walk in the footsteps of those bakers and bring us closer to their traditions. This is the most honest way in which I can convey the breads and methods I encountered, with recipes bakers in other communities can use.

Two steps, though, are significantly different and somewhat heretical. There are no recipes in this book in which the dough is kneaded for 10 minutes on a floured surface, and all the recipes begin with an initial resting period after the ingredients are first combined. After this rest, the dough is kneaded lightly on an oiled surface to combine the ingredients and get the mass even. All the oil does is allow the timid baker to handle sticky dough in a comfortable way, and inhibit the baker from throwing in handfuls of flour in a panic. In time, a scraper and the merest dusting of flour will allow you to achieve the same result. These stages – combined with a gentle manipulation of the dough during an extended rise, giving the yeast time to ferment and aerate – make the soft, sticky dough malleable and easy to shape. All ingredients are weighed, even the water, as this is easy to do with a good set of scales and helps me to translate the handfuls I encountered into something accurate.
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The photographs that illustrate the recipes show the actual loaves I baked, made using the instructions given. Most, but not all, were baked (and photographed) in my home, in a gas-fired domestic oven. The temperature dipped up and down during the day, as my neighbours heated their houses or cooked their meals. The thermometer that I hung inside the oven became essential, and told me at what time of the day I was likely to get the oven hot enough, and I’d schedule the baking around that. However, the breads in the natural leaven chapter were baked and photographed at a restaurant where I work, Locanda Locatelli, the home of our best Italian chef, Giorgio Locatelli. These breads were baked in an electric deck oven, a type some readers will have in their bakeries. The resulting pictures show that the difference between these loaves and the others in the book is not so great, although they are a little better. Good bread is more about dough quality than anything else. Photographing the book myself was the answer to a problem. So often I have wished for a photographer to be there with me as I baked or worked with other bakers. But budgets don’t often stretch to that (bakers are less costly than photographers), and for this book I wanted to show you what I saw, usually with the intimacy that only a solitary traveller can encounter. And the baking clan being what it is, I was accepted as a baker in places where a photographer might have stumbled. The bread was the key, and opened the doors and homes of many extraordinary and talented bakers around Europe. Given the chance, I would write a book about each of them.
 
In many of the places I visited, home-baking flourished alongside the small independent baker, occasionally in a symbiotic relationship. Bakeries would supply flour, grains, and yeast for home-bakers, and in return the home-bakers would buy bread and sometimes share home-grown ingredients with the bakeries. But always the home-bakers would support the local bakers, buying bread to supplement their effort. I know the effort that goes into a good loaf, and this book doesn’t hide the time and thought it takes. So every time I’m in a bakery I remember that, and buy a loaf when I can. If I have too much, then I know I have enough to share.
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INGREDIENTS


Cook’s notes: weights and measurements

In this book, weights are primarily given in metric, an old and easily understandable system of measurement, and one that helps clarify the reasoning behind the recipe.

I beg you to resist any reservations you have about metrication and embrace it as a helpful system. A kilo is a kilo is a kilo wherever you are and that will always hold true, no matter how much kitchen cups and fluid ounces vary. There are imperial fluid ounces and US fluid ounces, Australian cups and US cups, but a gram is the same in Melbourne, Houston or Edinburgh. Our governments insist we use precisely calibrated weighing systems in commercial transactions, yet there is often no clear way of knowing exactly what the units stand for on domestic measuring jugs, cups and spoons. Metric measurement also allows for greater precision when translating very personalized recipes. If a baker’s recipe is measured in handfuls, I weigh the quantity their hand can hold in grams to get a precise idea of what the weight will be and thus stay true to the recipe. In this book liquid is measured in grams so that all ingredients can be weighed together in a single jug or bowl.

Cook’s notes: bakers’ percentages

Many experienced bakers use a system of measurement based on percentages. If the total amount of flour in a recipe equals 100 per cent, then every other ingredient can be described as a percentage of that quantity. These percentages are listed beside the ingredients and are there to help explain the rationale behind the recipe and to enable you to scale up or scale down the recipes as you choose.


[image: image missing]


INGREDIENTS


Flour

A bag of flour usually contains milled grain from many different types of wheat. Though some types of wheat are all-round winners, these varieties might also be scarce and/or expensive. A single-grain flour might also be better suited to some purposes than others. By sourcing wheat from different farms, or regions, or even countries, the grain merchant can supply the miller with versatile blends.

This is only possible now that choice is actually available. Immersed in 21st-century retail excess, we can barely imagine a world in which the bulk of the population had no such choice, only what could be grown and delivered locally. But once, all life away from the cities was simple and local. After the Industrial Revolution things started to change, and from the mid-19th century onwards the pace of change quickened. Better farming tools, a new chemical industry churning out fertilizers, the scientific analysis of wheat, and the development of faster, more efficient means of transport, all meant that farmers could produce more varieties of grain, in greater volume, and get them to market in the rapidly expanding cities. Ingredients previously scarce or expensive began to be available in larger quantities at an affordable price.

Where a farmer once had a single grain variety, now he had a choice; where a town once had one grain merchant, now there were several. Given this new choice, millers became able to experiment, to produce a single flour with all of the characteristics desirable for breadmaking, and they did this by blending the wheat varieties available. Some varieties helped produce resilient and extensible (stretchy) dough, some a very white or yellow crumb, and some contained high levels of natural sugar in the form of maltose, which gave the finished loaf sweetness and flavour.

Likewise, millers today blend wheat varieties, taking into account the grain colour, strength, and flavour, in order to produce flour that will satisfy their baker customers. Though bakers talk of the supreme importance of the gluten quality, the final characteristics of the flour are determined by many factors and may best be judged by both the overall performance of the flour and the specific purpose it will be used for. Don’t judge a flour simply by its protein content.

The farmer and miller grade wheat according to the characteristics that not only identify the variety, but also tell us something of the grain’s quality. These characteristics include the colour (red, white or mixed), and the structure (soft, medium or hard). The term “spring wheat” refers to a variety that is planted in March or April and harvested in July or August of the same year. On an organic farm, spring wheat would yield 3½ tonnes of grain per hectare. The term “winter wheat” refers to a variety that is planted in October or November, germinates over the next few weeks, and is harvested the following year, perhaps 10 or 12 days earlier than the spring variety. A typical winter variety, organically farmed, would yield 6 tonnes of grain per hectare of land; almost double the yield from spring wheat.

As farming is a business, farmers need to maximize their yield from each hectare of land. This means farmers may be less likely to plant spring wheat varieties, which don’t bring the same financial return – especially if they are supplying customers who view the flour as a cheap, generic commodity. To encourage and support the farming of rare, local, and lower-yielding crops, such as these spring wheats, we must be prepared to pay more for them.

The recipes in this book call for flour from many different grains, as specified in the introduction to the breads. Not all are available at the supermarket; some need to be searched out (see the list of  flour and grain stockists) or ordered in advance. But without the recipes, there won’t be the interest. And without the interest, the grains just won’t be grown.
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INGREDIENTS


Gluten in flour

Gluten is a complex, sticky, elastic protein that is present in the flour from many grains. In wheat flour it is the gluten that traps the carbon dioxide released by the yeasts as they ferment the sugars in the dough, creating a bold, well-risen loaf, and it is the gluten that provides the skeletal structure in the crumb. In rye flour, it is proteins similar to gluten that give the dough its stickiness, but without the elasticity or extensibility of wheat dough.

The protein content listed in the nutritional information on the side of a bag of flour will not tell you the gluten content. The gluten in wheat flour only accounts for up to 80 per cent of the total protein. The other 20 per cent or so is made up mostly of soluble protein, which will thicken when salt is added or when it is baked, adding to the texture of the finished loaf. A small percentage of the protein is insoluble, forming part of the grain structure. But it is the gluten which, when hydrated, forms a complex structure bound together with very small quantities of carbohydrates, fats, and minerals present in the flour.

The gluten is best seen as a continuous network within the dough, which binds lipids (fats) and entraps starch. For this reason, bread has been described as “gluten foam”. The gluten itself has no flavour or aroma; these are carried by the starches and lipids in the flour. The recognizable flavour of good bread is created when these starches and fats are combined with bacteria and enzymes found naturally in the flour, or introduced by the yeast or ferment.

The two main constituents of gluten are: gliadin, a sticky substance that helps to bind the gluten into a cohesive compound and contributes to the viscosity and stretchiness of the dough; and glutenin, which gives the dough its strength and resilience. It is variations in the characteristics of the glutenin that account for most of the differences between types of wheat flours. Two flours can have a similar protein content, yet behave vastly differently. Experiment, talk to your miller, and find out which flours you prefer.
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INGREDIENTS


Yeast

FRESH YEAST VERSUS DRY ACTIVE YEAST Yeast belongs to the family of organisms known as fungi. When added to a mixture of water and flour, it will use the sugars contained in the flour in order to ferment, releasing carbon dioxide as it does so. This aerates the mixture. When baked, the yeast is killed, but the aeration in the dough remains, giving a light texture to the loaf. The yeast you buy has been grown selectively in order to supply the baker with a pure strain that will multiply quickly at a predictable rate and aerate the dough adequately.

I’ve found a marked improvement in the results I achieve when baking with fresh yeast. To replicate the results in this book, I would recommend that you seek out and use fresh yeast where required. However, in many instances this is difficult, usually because the demand isn’t there to warrant local availability. In many northern European countries, small blocks of fresh yeast weighing 50g are widely available in small supermarkets. This is because more people bake at home in these countries, in addition to supporting their local bakery. If we start to bake more at home, we can demand the same convenience.

When you need to replace the fresh yeast in the recipe with dry active yeast, do the following. Take 25 per cent of the water from a recipe and heat it to 38–40°C. Whisk in the dry yeast (half the weight given for fresh yeast), together with 2–3 tbsp of flour from the total amount. Leave this for 20 minutes, then use in the recipe as if using fresh yeast.

NATURAL LEAVEN VERSUS COMMERCIAL YEAST Prior to the widespread availability of commercially prepared yeast, bakers would leave a mixture of flour and water to ferment, and use this as the source of yeast for their recipe. The yeasts that naturally collect on surfaces and grains multiply more slowly than the commercial strains, produce less carbon dioxide, and prefer cooler temperatures. This method is increasingly practised by bakers who want to re-establish old flavours and textures by using techniques shaped over hundreds of years. By doing so they are creating breads that sell very well to a public increasingly disenchanted with the bland taste of mass-market foods.

The adage here must be to bake with what you have; make the best of what is around you. For some, there is no choice in their minds but to use a natural leaven as the sole ferment within a dough. For others, this is akin to witchcraft, and a madness in an age of convenience. To my mind, a beautiful loaf, wrought with care and consideration, must be the aim; and in trying to write a useful book, I have come to understand that for each reader this means something different. How you get to the end loaf does matter, and the choice you make must be honest and heartfelt. If you have never tried baking with the slower yeasts, then try at least once – or more. Through practice you will begin to understand the simplicity of natural leaven baking, and how its construction, appearance and aroma will echo through the loaf.
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BLOCKS OF FRESH YEAST in the Ukraine, Russia, and Sweden, sold in small 50g units for home use.



INGREDIENTS


Sea salt and malted grains

Sometimes the ingredients we most want to use are not in a form that is best suited to baking. Yet somehow when we are shown them again in a perfect, processed form, they are less alluring. How difficult is it to prepare ingredients ourselves and make them suitable for our needs? Not very, and the results are sometimes preferable.

SALT There is a type of grey sea salt that is available from health-food stores in continental Europe, though less readily available in the UK. This salt is one of the things I return with when I travel. It is made up of coarse, hard, roundish crystals that don’t dissolve easily in water. If this is not available, look for the purest salt you can find, without anti-caking agents, and go to the bother of grinding it yourself. The best and easiest way is with a large mortar and pestle. Weigh the salt in a small cup, then tip this into the mortar and grind it in a circular motion with the pestle.

SALT QUANTITY IN RECIPES My view is that, for the majority of bread recipes, the salt is an integral part of the loaf, and that bread usually needs to be considered a sodium-rich foodstuff, almost like salt-cured fish. Salt is part of the taste and enhances the flavour of the grain. But we eat to live, or should do if we respect the body that carries us, and it is right and proper that we vary our diet according to what our needs are. Please do vary or omit the salt used in the recipes here. We are told that even a small reduction in our dietary sodium intake will benefit us, and many of our processed foods have a hidden sodium (salt) content where you wouldn’t expect it to be – in breakfast cereal, for example. For children, two slices of bread can sometimes equal their recommended daily sodium requirement (which is surprisingly small). So use salt respectfully.

MALT Malt occurs naturally in minute amounts in wheat grains. If the grain is left to sprout, enzymes will convert starch into maltose, which will be used by the seedling for growth. If the sprouted grain is dried, gently roasted and ground, the resulting powder can be mixed with the flour to add colour and flavour to the final loaf, and will be fermented by the yeast. Throughout Europe, malt has been traditionally and widely used in bread baking, and some old water mills still have a roasting oven for the toasting of sprouted grains. It is, however, in the world of beer and brewing where the full range of malt colours and strengths can be seen. A home-brewing shop, if there is one near you, can supply a range of natural malted grains, and these simply require grinding in order to be used; a coffee or spice grinder (the kind of accessory you usually find tucked in the box when you buy a blender) is the perfect tool. Measure out the weight of malt needed, then tip it into the spice or coffee grinder and in seconds it will be reduced to a powder that can be mixed with the flour.
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MIXING, SHAPING &; BAKING


Mixing the dough

Through necessity and perhaps in an attempt to emulate the gentler mixing of the artisan bakers’ preferred twin-arm mixers, I have evolved a hand-kneading method that borders on no-kneading. I haven’t invented or discovered anything; as I read and talked with other bakers, I realized that others have also nudged towards a similar conclusion.

For me, it started years ago, when I worked as a pastry chef in a restaurant and had several different bread dough recipes on the go at once. At the same time I was also racing around trying to get ice-cream churned, two tarts baked, peaches roasted, and rock-hard pears simmered to tender perfection, while staying calm, organized and ever-willing to respond with a polite “Oui, chef”. And yep, I’d forget the bread.

Well, not exactly forget, but I’d get so caught up in other work that I’d start mixing one dough, then leave it for 10–15 minutes while I mixed the next one; then cover and leave that while I raced downstairs to check the ice-cream machine. Then I’d go back upstairs to quickly knead the dough again. And I’d realise that, during the wait, something remarkable had happened to the dough. Within seconds of returning to knead the dough again, it felt smooth and resilient. I’d cover the dough, leave it another 10–15 minutes, race around doing other things, and when I returned and began to knead the dough once more it appeared even smoother and more elastic. It was as if it had been perfectly kneaded for 10 minutes.

Then I tried another variation. Rather than kneading on a flour-dusted work-surface, which always slightly reduced the moisture content of the dough, I tried lightly oiling the work-surface each time. This stopped the dough from sticking, but made certain that the recipe stayed true to the carefully crafted percentages of water-to-flour that gave the loaf its particular crumb structure.

For the last 10 years this has been my preferred method of mixing bread dough in small quantities (under 5kg). It is better than by machine for small quantities, and great even in small bakeries, when only a few loaves are needed.

PRE-MIXING WITHOUT LEAVENING, AND DELAYING THE ADDITION OF SALT The technique described above had, in fact, been investigated years earlier. In his studies in the early 1970s, the French bakery writer Professor Raymond Calvel found that the full hydration of flour and its gluten occurs over time rather than instantaneously. After mixing flour with water, a short pause of 10–20 minutes allows the particles of flour to swell with moisture, and gives the protein strands of gliadin and glutenin time to hydrate. If the addition of leaven, which is already fully hydrated, is delayed until after this has occurred, the effect on both the dough’s resilience, extensibility, and crumb structure is pronounced. If you delay the addition of salt as well, which has a tightening effect on the gluten, then the benefit of this process (known as autolysis) is amplified. For the recipes in this book, I have not delayed the addition of leaven or salt, but once you are comfortable with your technique, then do so.
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MIXING DOUGH BY HAND Take the measured amount of liquid and stir into it the yeast or natural leaven, breaking up any lumps. Weigh the dry ingredients. Stir the dry ingredients with the liquid quickly and smoothly. The aim is to try and get the liquid evenly mixed at first, and since the flour will begin to clump as soon as it makes contact with the liquid, the quicker you can mix this the better. Dig your hands right down to the bottom of the bowl to make sure there is neither a clump of flour, nor a pool of liquid, sitting there. Then squidge the dough through the fingers of your hand so that there are few lumps left. Scrape whatever dough is sticking to your hands back into the bowl, then cover the dough and leave for 10 minutes (or whatever time is suggested in the recipe).

Lightly oil a small, clean patch of work-surface. Scrape the dough from the bowl out on to the oiled surface and knead briefly for 5–10 seconds, stopping before the dough absorbs the oil and sticks. Cover the dough with a cloth, and quickly clean the bowl out with warm water (this will help keep the dough free from stray bits that could harden on the inner surface of the bowl). Dry and lightly oil the bowl, then lift the dough from the work surface and replace it in the bowl. Cover with a cloth and leave for 10 minutes (or whatever time is suggested in the recipe).

Each time you knead the dough, it should be a conscious and deliberate act rather than a frantic aerobic activity. Initially you are looking to mix the moisture through the dough evenly, watching out for any lumps that need breaking with your fingers and combining the ingredients into one smooth, uniform, and cohesive mass.

Now repeat the kneading once more. Spread a little more oil on the work-surface, then remove the dough from the bowl and begin to knead it gently once more, for 10–15 seconds. You will notice at once that the dough seems smoother and more resilient. Also, as the yeast cells release carbon dioxide into the dough, these bubbles will become stretched and elongated during the repeated kneading, which will result in the crumb of the loaf having an open texture.


KNEADING ON AN OILED SURFACE
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1 Lightly oil a small, clean patch of work-surface.
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2 Scrape the dough out of the bowl and on to the oiled surface.
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3 Knead for 5–10 seconds. Stop kneading before the dough absorbs the oil and sticks to the surface.
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4 Flip the dough over and leave to rest.



TURNING THE DOUGH It has become common for artisan bakers, both in commercial bakeries and at home, to manipulate the dough during the initial rise. This involves stretching the dough out on the work surface, patting it out lightly into a rectangle, then folding it back in on itself by thirds, first in one direction and then the other. This gentle stretching elongates the bubbles formed by the fermenting yeast and in doing so changes the handling properties of dough with a high (68 per cent plus) water content. Much like the strength that is created in a cellular foam such as a whipped meringue, the surface tension that each bubble creates helps the dough to sit upright rather than spread in a flowing mass on the bench.

If I’m making a dough with a high percentage of water, I first place it in an oiled and lipped tray that is large enough to cope with the inevitable flow of the dough. Then, as the dough is gently stretched and folded during the initial fermentation, it appears to gain resilience as the texture becomes more open. By the end, and before its final weighing and shaping, this liquid dough has transformed into a manageable and workable mass.
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MANIPULATING THE DOUGH DURING THE INITIAL RISE This is common practice among artisan bakers – it elongates the bubbles formed by the yeast and so changes the dough’s handling properties.

1 Stretch the dough out on the work-surface and pat it out lightly into a rectangle.

2 Fold the dough back in on itself by thirds, first in one direction and then in the other.

MIXING, SHAPING & BAKING


Shaping the dough

SHAPING A BATON
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1 Shape the dough into a ball, cover and leave to rest for 10 minutes. This gets the dough into a neat, even shape first, and helps to ensure that the final oval shape is symmetrical.





[image: image missing]
2 Pat the dough out into a flat oval, seam-side-up. Imagine the piece of dough has four curved sides. Take the two sides furthest from you and fold them in to the centre, pressing them down well so that they seal.
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3 Then take the point that has formed and fold that in to the centre, pressing it down to seal it well.
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4 Next, flip the dough around 180°.
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5 Repeat with the other side. This flipping helps to keep the dough shape even.
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6 Then flip the dough around once more.
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7 Fold the dough evenly in half towards you.
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8 Seal both edges together with the heel of your hand.
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9 Roll the dough back and forward on the work-surface, pressing down ever so slightly with your hands so that any trapped air in the folded shape is forced out towards the ends. If you increase the pressure placed by the outer part of both hands, you can give the loaf pointed ends. Place the dough seam-side-up on a floured cloth.




SHAPING A BALL Place the piece of dough, with the smoothest side facing downward, on to the oiled or lightly floured surface. With your right hand (if you are right-handed), start folding the edges of the piece of dough in toward the centre, then hold each in place with the thumb of the left hand while you rotate the dough and fold again eight times, creating a roughly octagonal piece of dough with all of the edges pinched in towards the centre. Now flip the dough over. Without too much flour or oil on the surface, drag the dough from left to right (if you are right-handed), rotating it clockwise but forcing it to stick ever so slightly to the work-surface.

Think about this. What is happening is that the slight adhesion of the dough to the work-surface pulls the outer surface of the dough. Then, as you are also pushing and slowly rotating the dough across the work-surface, this causes the outer surface of the dough to be pulled very tight. This is exactly what you want. No more spinning the dough on a heavily floured surface; let it stick just slightly as you push and rotate it gently so that the outer surface becomes taut and smooth. Do this two or three times, but no more as the dough would then start to tear. Place the dough seam-side-up on a floured cloth.

SHAPING A STICK Initially shape the dough into a baton (as above), cover and then leave to rest for 10 minutes. Starting at one end, fold the dough in half once more while at the same time sealing the edges together with the heel of your hand. Finally, roll the dough back and forward on the work-surface, pressing down ever so slightly with your hands so that any trapped air in the folded shape is forced out towards the ends and the dough is gradually stretched into a long stick. If you increase the pressure placed by the outer part of both hands, you can give the stick pointed ends. Place the dough seam-side-up on a floured cloth.

MIXING, SHAPING & BAKING


Slashing the dough

In theory, you could ensure that your loaf rises to its fullest extent prior to baking. Then it would only expand a little in the oven and achieve a perfect, unbroken crust. But in reality this is not only difficult to achieve but also undesirable because, should there be an unexpected delay the moment before your loaf goes into the oven, the whole baking session could be ruined as a result. Don’t take this risk.

Instead, bakers have turned this problem into a beautiful tradition. If the loaf goes into the oven with a cut across the surface before the dough has fully expanded (or when the dough is “young”), then it will rise and tear along that cut. This deliberate slicing through the skin of the dough ensures that expansion will break through where the least surface tension exists.

To slash the dough, get a very sharp blade from a craft shop (or use a safety razor blade). Being especially careful not to cut yourself, hold the blade at an angle, and with a swift action slash the surface of the dough. If this troubles you, then you can also clip at the surface of the dough with a pair of scissors.
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Baking the loaf

It is worth investing in a few pieces of equipment. First, get an oven thermometer. Just before starting this book I checked my oven at home. The dial said 220°C; the thermometer said 180°C. Bread will still bake adequately in a lower temperature oven, but it will take longer to get a good crust, bake paler and look less dramatic. If your oven cannot reach 220°C/425°F/gas mark 7, just increase the baking time.

Modern domestic ovens are designed to do best what we do most often: reheat food. They’re not really designed for baking, but aim to keep food dry and crisp, which is just what we don’t want. An Aga is an exception, as it doesn’t let much moisture escape during baking. Great for us bakers (not so good for ready-meal peddlers). For the first 10 minutes of baking, the loaf needs to expand to it fullest extent and its surface needs to stay soft and supple in order to do this. A moist environment enables this to happen. To overcome the dryness of modern ovens, invest in a refillable fine-misting water spray. A quick spray on to the cut surface of the dough just before it goes into the oven, and again after 5 minutes, seems to help produce a dramatic tear in the loaf. This can be done in addition to ice-cubes tossed into a hot tray, or water sprayed around the sides of the oven just before the bread goes in.

If you are using a baking stone, place that in the oven and allow it to heat up before baking. This helps retain the heat in the oven, which is useful if you have one of these modern domestic ovens that is woefully lacking in insulation and works somewhat better as a kitchen heater. A hot, thick metal tray will also act as a baking surface. Most of the recipes in this book assume the reader wants to place the bread on a cold tray and then place that tray in the hot oven. A better result will be achieved if you upturn the loaf on to a thin semolina-dusted board (what bakers call a peel or a pizza shovel), and then deposit the loaf on to the hot stone or tray. When cold dough is placed on a hot stone, there is a sudden outward push from the steam created inside the dough, which improves both the loaf’s internal texture and boldness. It is only recently that research groups worldwide, through the use of the latest scientific measurements, are beginning to understand this ancient process; for example, by the thermal imaging of baking loaves done by Professor Laurie Hall at Cambridge University.
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