Any way you slice it: Homemade bread is back — and it's tastier than ever

By Valerie Phillips
Deseret Morning News 

      Bread is back. A few years ago, one of the world's oldest, most common foods had become a four-letter word — "carb."
      But today, carbo-phobia has died down considerably. That might not matter to those who never gave up their daily bread in favor of bunless burgers. There's just something about biting into fragrant, freshly baked slice that couldn't be satisfied with a low-carb tortilla wrap.
      Whole grains have taken the nutrition spotlight, giving rise to breads with more personality. Even the big sandwich chains are boasting words such as "multigrain," "artisan," "five-seed" and so on. 
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A demonstration of a mock-braided bread with a strawberry and cream cheese filling.

      But most of these breads aren't being handmade at home. The low-carb frenzy was just the latest factor in why generations of home cooks have skipped over the basics of bread-baking. For many years, the cottony, "store-bought" white bread was the mainstay of many households. The back-to-nature movement in the 1970s sparked some interest in homemade, whole-wheat bread, but most of the results were heavy on texture and short on taste.
      Then came the bread machine — the top-selling small kitchen appliance of the '90s. Dump in some simple ingredients and in a few hours you could slice into your own warm loaf without having to know anything about yeast, kneading or rising times.
      King Arthur Flour, a Vermont-based company, is working to remedy this, with free bread-baking classes offered throughout the country. In December, the company offered several classes in Utah (for a future schedule of class sites, check www.kingarthurflour.com). The company also offers a Baker's Hotline (802-649-3717) that you can call for advice.
      "We went through that stage in the 1970s where everyone was making whole-grain bread," said Carolyn Hack, who taught the Yeast Breads class at the Salt Lake Airport Hilton. "That stage didn't last long, and there was a reason for that. But these recipes have been highly tested and they taste great."
      The company, which sells only unbleached flour, recently introduced its 100% White Whole Wheat Flour, which bakes up lighter than regular whole-wheat flour. It's made with soft white winter wheat instead of the usual hard red wheat. The white wheat has no phenolic acid in it, said Hack, so it tastes milder.
      Here are some of the basics from Hack's class and from King Arthur Flour's recipe booklet: 

The yeast causes the dough to rise
      Yeast is a fungus, and like all living things, it needs food, moisture and warmth to grow. Adding warm water and a little sugar and flour to the yeast is called making a "proof," said Hack, "because we are proving that the yeast is viable."
      After mixing these together in a small bowl, cover the bowl with plastic wrap and set it aside 10-15 minutes, until the proof is bubbly and actively growing. If it's flat with no activity, the yeast is too old. Throw it out and start again with newer yeast. (Yeast will keep longer if stored in the freezer, Hack said.)
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Whole-Grain Five-Seed Braid

      If you live at high altitudes such as Utah's, a general rule of thumb is to reduce the amount of yeast in a recipe by 25 percent, said Hack. But you may have to experiment with different amounts of yeast and other ingredients for best results.
      Active dry yeast is freeze-dried; it has a coating of dead yeast cells. Putting the yeast in water dissolves the coating so it can start fermenting. Rapid-rise yeast is developed for commercial use for "people who want to get their dough made quickly. It won't work in our recipes, because you won't get a second rise on the dough," Hack said. 

Measuring
      A properly measured cup of all-purpose flour should weigh 4 1/4 ounces. Flour compacts during shipping, so scooping it right out of the bag could give you about 25 percent more flour, which results in heavy, crumbly, dry baked goods.
      To get an accurate amount of flour, stir the flour in your container to fluff it up a little. Lightly fill a dry measuring cup until the cup is overflowing. Sweep the excess flour off the top with a straight edge, like a spatula.
      In recipes calling for flexible amounts of flour, such as 4 to 5 cups, always start with the least amount and gradually add more to achieve the desired consistency. 

Each ingredient plays a vital role 

      • Wheat flour, when mixed with liquid, forms stretchy protein strands, or gluten. 

      • Adding a fat, such as butter or shortening, will "shorten" the gluten strands so they can't stretch as far. This makes the crumb more tender. Yogurt, sour cream and buttermilk are other tenderizing ingredients. 

      • Besides adding flavor, salt draws water away from the yeast, slowing down the rising process. It also tightens the structure on your dough, said Hack. 

      If you want to incorporate whole grains, try substituting whole-wheat flour for up to half the all-purpose flour in your usual recipes. Or, you can mix in grains such as oats and millet, or sunflower, pumpkin and sesame seeds for texture and flavor. If you want to add whole flaked or cracked grains, soak them first so they're easier to chew and don't dry out the dough. 

Kneading
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Knead dough until it is smooth, supple and springs back when pulled -- about five minutes.

      Gluten strands are like a pile of yarn lying on the floor, said Hack. When you knead the dough, you're knitting those strands into a structure that will hold a shape. The gluten strands trap and hold the gases produced by the yeast.
      To knead, lift the dough into a rectangle. Fold it toward you, then push it away and give it a quarter turn. Then repeat the process of folding the dough toward you, pushing it away and giving another quarter-turn. Knead it until the dough is smooth, supple and springs back when pulled — about five minutes, said Hack. 

Rising time
      This allows the yeast to ferment the dough, giving off more gas bubbles so the dough rises. The fermentation also adds more flavor to the bread. Recipes usually say to allow the dough to double in size — about 1 1/2 hours. Be sure to cover the dough so it won't dry out.
      If you put your finger in the dough, and it leaves a "belly button" impression, it's risen enough, said Hack. If the dough collapses, it's overrisen, and "it won't be your optimum loaf of bread."
      After the dough has risen, you "deflate" it, because you'll let it rise again later. "Just pat the dough gently — don't punch it," Hack said. "it releases some carbon dioxide bubbles, but you will get another good rise again."
      After you've formed the dough in the desired loaves or rolls, cover them with plastic wrap and let them rise about 45 minutes. "A (clean) beauty-salon shower cap works great to keep the dough from drying out," Hack added.
      Keep in mind that the dough will rise faster in a warmer kitchen. 

Scoring
      Slashing across the loaf of bread aids its expansion in the oven. Draw the knife blade swiftly and decisively through the dough, about 1/4 inch deep. 

      Baking
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Let the bread dough rise in a greased bowl until it has doubled in size -- about 1 1/2 hours.

      "It's better to overbake a little than underbake, because the dough will be soggy and doughy," said Hack. "If you overbake, the crust will be a little harder, but that's not a problem, because the dough is really tender."
      If you don't have a thermometer, tap the bread on the bottom to check for a hollow sound, like drum. If it sounds muffled or dull, return the bread to the oven for a few more minutes. Or insert an instant-read thermometer into the center. Most loaves should register 190 degrees. Dense, whole-grain loaves should be baked to an internal temperature of about 205 degrees. 

Cleaning up
      When soaking or rinsing dough off your bowls and utensils, cold water will take it off more easily than hot water, Hack said. 

WHOLE-GRAIN FIVE-SEED BRAID 

      1 1/2 cups (12 ounces) hot water
      3/4 cup Harvest Grains Blend (or your favorite mix of grains and seeds such as oats, millet, sunflower, poppy or sesame seeds)
      1 1/2 cups (6 1/4 ounces) whole-wheat flour
      2 cups all-purpose flour
      2 tablespoons vegetable oil
      1 1/2 teaspoons salt
      2 teaspoons instant yeast 

      Topping:
      1 egg white plus 1 tablespoon water for egg wash
      About 1/2 cup favorite mix of grains and seeds 

      Combine the water and grain blend, and cool to lukewarm. Add remaining dough ingredients and mix together. Knead about 8 minutes by hand, in a mixer or bread machine, until dough is soft and smooth, adding additional water or flour as necessary. Place dough in a large bowl, cover with plastic wrap and a clean towel, and allow dough to rise until almost doubled, about 1 1/2 hours.
      Divide dough and roll into three 14-inch logs. Braid the logs on a lightly greased or parchment-lined baking sheet. Use parchment if you're going to bake directly on an oven stone; you can transfer the loaf, parchment and all, to the stone. Brush loaf with egg wash and sprinkle with seeds. Cover with plastic wrap and a clean towel and let rise about 45 minutes, until puffy.
      Preheat oven (and baking stone, if you're using one) to 400 degrees. Bake the bread about 28-35 minutes, until it's golden brown. Interior temperature should be 195 degrees or more. Remove the bread from the oven and cool completely on a rack. — King Arthur Flour 

BASIC SWEET DOUGH 
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Cinnamon roll

      This soft, pliable dough can be used for braids, cinnamon rolls, monkey bread and other shapes. 

      3/4 cup (6 ounces) warm water
      2 teaspoons sugar
      1 tablespoon active dry yeast
      1/2 cup (2 ounces) all-purpose flour
      3/4 cup (6 ounces) plain low-fat yogurt
      1/2 cup (1 stick) unsalted butter, softened
      2 large eggs, lightly beaten
      1/2 cup (3 1/2 ounces) sugar
      2 teaspoons salt
      2 teaspoons vanilla or other flavoring (such as citrus zest)
      4 1/2 to 5 1/2 cups (19 to 23 1/4 ounces) all-purpose flour (or substitute up to 2 cups King Arthur 100% White Whole Wheat Flour)
      1 egg, plus 1 tablespoon water (for egg wash) 

      In a small bowl, combine the warm water and 2 teaspoons sugar. Stir to dissolve. Stir in the yeast and 1/2 cup flour. Cover with plastic wrap and set aside until bubbly and active, about 10-15 minutes.
      In a large bowl, combine yogurt, butter, eggs, sugar, salt, vanilla and yeast mixture. Add flour 1 cup at a time, until the dough comes away cleanly from the sides of the bowl. Turn dough out onto a lightly floured surface and, adding only enough flour to keep the dough from sticking to your hands or the work surface, knead dough about 5 minutes, until soft and pliable but not too sticky. Let dough rest while you clean and grease the bowl with a little bit of oil. Finish kneading dough until it's smooth and supple.
      Place the dough in the greased bowl, turn the dough to coat all surfaces with the oil. Cover with plastic wrap and a clean towel, and let sit in a warm place about 1 1/2 hours, or until doubled.
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Cinnamon rolls

      Gently deflate the dough and divide it in half. Cover with plastic wrap and let rest on a lightly floured surface for 15 minutes. Form dough into desired shapes (see below). Cover with plastic wrap and let rise about 45 minutes. Preheat oven to 375 degrees. Brush loaves with egg wash and bake until golden brown, about 30-40 minutes, to an internal temperature of 190 degrees F. Remove the bread from the oven and let it cool on a rack. 

      Almond-Filled Braid: Working with half the Basic Sweet Dough at a time, roll dough into a 19-by-15-inch rectangle. Press two light lines on each rectangle, lengthwise, to divide dough into three equal sections. Spread purchased almond filling (American Almond Baker's Style Almond Schmear Filling is recommended) down center section, leaving 1 inch of clear space at either end and along the inside edges. Cut 1-inch wide strips from edge of filling to outer edge of the dough. Fold the ends over the filling. Bring the dough strips across the filing on a diagonal, alternating from side to side. Repeat with remaining piece of dough.
      Cover loaves with plastic wrap and a clean towel, and let rise in a warm place until doubled in bulk, about 35 to 45 minutes. Preheat oven to 375 degrees. Brush tops of loaves with egg wash. Bake 25-35 minutes, or until loaves are a rich, golden brown. Cool loaves on racks. If desired, drizzle loaves with sugar icing (see directions below) and top with sliced almonds. Makes two braids. Other fillings can be used, such as strawberry jam with cream cheese. 

      Sugar Icing: Combine 1 cup (4 ounces) powdered sugar, 3 tablespoons heavy cream or 2 tablespoons milk, and a few drops of flavored extract such as lemon or orange. 

      Cinnamon Swirl Loaf: Combine 1/2 cup raisins or currants, 1/2 cup sugar, 3 teaspoons ground cinnamon and 1 tablespoon all-purpose flour to make a filling. Roll one half of the Basic Sweet Dough into a 10-by-15-inch rectangle. Brush surface of dough with egg wash, then spread with the dough with half of filling mixture. Starting with the shorter side, roll the dough into a log, pinching the seams and ends to seal them tightly. Repeat with the remaining dough and filling. Place each loaf in a well-greased 8 1/2-by-4 1/2-inch loaf pan. Cover with plastic wrap and a clean towel and let rise about an hour, or until bread crowns 1 inch over the rim of the pan. Preheat oven to 350 degrees. Before baking, brush tops of loaves with egg wash. Bake about 45 minutes, tenting with foil the last 10 minutes if bread is browning too quickly. Remove loaf from pan and cool completely on a rack.
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Monkey Bread

      Cinnamon Rolls: Mix 1/3 cup butter, 1 cup brown sugar and 3 tablespoons ground cinnamon. Roll half the dough into a 14-by-16-inch rectangle. Spread a thin layer of cinnamon filling over the dough, leaving about 1 inch uncovered on the short side nearest you. Starting with the short, filling-covered side, roll the dough into a log. Don't roll too tightly or the centers of the cinnamon rolls will pop up. Gently cut the log crosswise into 12 slices with a serrated knife (or use dental floss). Place them into a 9-by-13-inch pan, leaving space between the rolls to allow for rising. Repeat with other half of dough. Let the buns rise about 45 minutes, until puffy. Bake at 350 degrees for 20 to 25 minutes, or until golden brown. Drizzle with sugar icing if desired. Makes about 24 rolls. 

      Monkey Bread: Turn half the dough out onto a lightly floured surface, and divide it into 32 small pieces, each about 1 1/2 inches in diameter. Dip the balls in 1/2 stick melted butter; roll them in 2/3 cup light brown sugar mixed with 1 teaspoon cinnamon. Layer them in a 8 1/2-by-4 1/2-inch loaf pan or Bundt pan. Repeat with other half of dough. Allow to rise until doubled, about 1 hour. Bake in a preheated 375-degree oven for 30 to 35 minutes, until golden. Makes 2 loaf or Bundt pans. — King Arthur Flour

