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Introduction

The breads of Europe are wonderful! They’re honest, healthful, and greatly loved around the world. These days you can find a variety of European breads not only at bakeries but also at your local grocery store.

You’ll find two important chapters immediately following this introduction. The first gives detailed instructions for basic bread-making techniques, and the second describes the ingredients used. Please read these sections carefully before you begin, and refer back to them as you bake (unless you’re already a semipro at bread making) — the recipe instructions will assume that you know the information contained in the techniques section (below).

After the actual bread recipes, you’ll find some great ideas for using what you’ve made — Bruschetta, Garlic Gorgonzola Bread, Alpine Sandwiches, American Fondue, Italian Bread Salad, and many others.

Have fun! 


Basic Breadmaking Techniques

Many of the same techniques are used for making different kinds of yeast breads. The most basic steps include proofing, combining the ingredients, kneading, rising, shaping, baking, and cooling.

Proofing. Proofing has two functions: It activates the yeast, and it’s a way to be sure that the yeast is still good (it may have expired while on the store or kitchen shelf). To proof your yeast, stir it into warm (95–110°F) water, usually along with a little sugar (the exact amount will be specified in each recipe). Allow the mixture to sit for five minutes, or until it is foamy. If the mixture does not foam after five minutes, then you know that your yeast is no longer active — throw it out and start again with a fresh supply.

Combining the ingredients. Mixing is done differently for different breads, so refer to the individual recipes for complete instructions. However, if you are using a food processor to combine the ingredients and knead the dough, put all of the dry ingredients into the bowl first and mix them well before adding and processing the other ingredients.

Kneading. Here’s where you finish up the combining process and give your bread texture. Many bread bakers do this in a food processor, pulsing off and on until a nice dough is formed, then giving the dough a final turn or two by hand.
 
Traditional kneading is done by hand on a floured board. Keeping your hands well-floured, form the dough into a pancake shape. Use the heels of your hands to push the dough away from you. Then fold the dough over and rotate it a quarter turn. Keep doing this, adding more flour to the board and your hands as necessary, until the dough is elastic and has lost its stickiness. A proper dough has been accurately described as feeling like a baby’s bottom! (Doughs containing rye flours, however, will always seem a little sticky.)

Rising. After the dough has been kneaded, place it in a greased bowl and rotate it until the dough is greased on all sides. Cover the bowl with a damp towel and let it sit in a warm place (between 80° and 85°F, preferably) until the dough has roughly doubled in size (usually about an hour). A gas oven with a pilot light is often the perfect temperature for rising. If you have an electric oven, maintaining the proper temperature may be difficult. The best way to achieve the proper temperature for rising is to keep the heat in the oven off, boil a pan of water and place it on the lower rack of the oven, and put the covered bowl on the higher rack.
 
The dough of yeast breads will often need to rise more than once. See the recipe instructions for the appropriate number of rising times.

Punching down. Punching down is the more emphatic term for deflating risen dough. Just bang your fist into the center of the risen dough — this is fun! A thorough punching down also involves turning the dough out of the bowl onto a floured board and kneading it just a few turns.

Shaping. Before it can be baked, the dough needs to be shaped into a loaf form. For an elongated loaf, flatten the dough into a rectangle; the shorter end represents the length of the bread you want or the pan you’re using. Roll up the dough tightly from this short end, then pinch the ends and tuck them under.

Baking. Breads can be baked on baking sheets or, if they’re in pans, right on the oven’s racks. But, especially for French bread, focaccia, or any other free-form bread, it really is nice to use a baking stone, which approximates an authentic baker’s brick oven. These are rather expensive, though. You might want to try an easy substitute: Purchase some unglazed terra-cotta or quarry tiles from a store that sells ceramic tile. They’re usually inexpensive, and come in 6-inch squares — if you buy nine of them, you’ll have an area 18 inches by 18 inches, about the size of a baking stone, and you’ll have spent about one-sixth as much money. Use these tiles to line a regular oven rack and bake your bread on top of them.

Testing for doneness. The classic way to find out if a loaf has baked long enough is to remove it from the pan and rap it with your knuckles. If the bread sounds hollow, it’s done.

Finishing the bread. Sometimes it’s nice to rub the top of a warm baked loaf with a little soft butter or milk. With or without that final touch, put the finished loaf on a rack until it’s completely cool. If the bread was baked in a bread pan, let it cool in the pan for about 15 minutes before removing the loaf and setting it on the rack.

Keeping bread on hand. When the bread is thoroughly cool, put it into a plastic bag. Keep it at room temperature for immediate use or freeze it for later use. Bread can be frozen and thawed any number of times — but if you want the bread sliced, it’s best to do so before you freeze it.


Using the Best Ingredients

It’s truly amazing how such a limited number of ingredients can turn out so many different — and wonderful — breads. The quality of ingredients you use can make the difference between spectacular breads and those that are just ho-hum. So go for the best!

 Flour. Ideally, you should try to find whole-grain flours (including cornmeal) that are freshly milled. If you’re lucky, you’ll have a local food co-op or health-food store that grinds different types of flour in-store and keeps them refrigerated. Otherwise, buy the best brands you can find. White flour (also called all-purpose) can be unpredictable. If possible, use flour that is labeled bread flour, which will be especially rich in gluten, an important ingredient for high-rising breads. Other than bread flour, by far the best flour to use is unbleached white, but measuring the proper amount to use is sometimes difficult. Start by using a little less than the recipe calls for, then keep adding more, spoonful by spoonful, until you get a proper dough (see page 3 for a description of a proper dough).

Yeast. Long ago, yeast was only available in cake form. Today, you’ll find cakes of yeast occasionally, but usually what you’ll see is called active, or dry, yeast. You can buy it in packets from your local grocery store or in bulk at health-food stores and co-ops. There’s also “Rapid Rise” yeast, which seems very vigorous. (Ignore the package instructions and use it just as you would any other dry yeast.) One package of dry yeast contains about 2¼ teaspoons.

Liquid. Use the liquid called for in the recipe instructions — but if you’re feeling inventive, you can experiment with other liquids such as beer or orange juice. Water is the most common liquid used in European breads, but be sure it’s good clean water. If you have to buy bottled springwater to ensure purity, it’s worth the cost to avoid any “off” tastes that impure water may impart to your finished bread.

It’s also important that the liquid used in the proofing process (see page 2) be at the proper temperature. If it’s too cool, the bread making will be slowed down. If it’s too hot, the yeast will be killed and your bread won’t rise properly. The temperature you want the liquid to be is between 95° and 110°F, just a comfortable lukewarm.

Sweetener. Yeast thrives on sugar, so most breads contain at least a little bit of it, usually added when the yeast is proofing. Honey can be substituted for small amounts — up to a tablespoon — of cane sugar, but on no account should you use artificial sweeteners!

Fat. If butter is called for, use just that — butter. Margarine is not suitable for bread making (though I have heard that it’s widely used in Denmark in their pastries). If it’s olive oil that’s called for, use the extra-virgin kind, which is the purest and has the best taste.

Salt. Any salt will do, but sea salt is especially lovely. Don’t skimp here — undersalted bread is terrible, and the amount of salt that actually ends up in each slice of bread is quite small.
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Converting Recipe Measurements to Metric

Use the following formulas for converting U.S. measurements to metric. Since the conversions are not exact, it’s important to convert the measurements for all of the ingredients to maintain the same proportions as the original recipe. 

[image: image]

While standard metric measurements for dry ingredients are given as units of mass, U.S. measurements are given as units of volume. Therefore, the conversions listed above for dry ingredients are given in the metric equivalent of volume.



Recipes for European Breads

There are so many recipes for European breads that it would be impossible to list them all in one place. Here is a sampling of some of my favorite varieties — experiment at will with the flavoring ingredients to create new and wonderful variations of some time-honored recipes.

GRAMBROT

Hearty German Wheat Bread 

This is an old German recipe that suits today’s tastes — there’s no fat and no sugar!

1 package dry yeast
 
1½ cups warm water
 
1 teaspoon salt 

3 cups whole-wheat flour
 
1 cup white flour

1. Proof the yeast in the warm water. Use oil or nonfat margarine spread to grease the inside of a large bowl.

2. In another large bowl, combine the salt, whole-wheat flour, and white flour. Add the proofed yeast mixture and mix well until you’ve achieved a proper dough. 

3. Knead the dough for 10 minutes on a floured surface, then place it in the greased bowl, rotating the dough until it is greased all over. Cover the bowl with a moist cloth, set it in a warm place, and allow it to rise until roughly doubled. 

4. Punch down the dough, then shape it into a loaf and place it in a roughly 8 x 4-inch bread pan. Set in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

5. When the loaf has roughly doubled in size, place it in the oven. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes. Remove from the oven and set on a rack to cool.

SICILIAN SEMOLINA BREAD

The flour you want here is the very fine, high-gluten semolina used for making pasta. It’s as soft to the touch as bath powder, and makes a yellowish, dense (but light), quite engaging bread.

1 package dry yeast
 
1 cup warm water
 
1 teaspoon honey
 
1½ cups semolina flour
 
2 teaspoons salt
 
1–2 cups white flour
 
1 tablespoon olive oil
 
Egg wash (1 egg beaten with 1 tablespoon water)
 
¼ cup sesame seeds (optional)

1. In a large bowl, proof the yeast in the warm water with the honey. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil.

2. Stir in first the semolina flour and the salt, then I cup of the white flour.

3. Place ¾ cup of the white flour on a bread board. Place the dough onto the board and knead the flour into it, adding more as necessary. Then put the dough in the greased bowl, cover, and let it rise until it has roughly doubled in size.

4. Punch down the dough and allow it to rise again. Shape into one large round loaf or two oval ones. Use the olive oil to grease a baking sheet. Place your bread on this. Cover loosely and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

5. Let the dough rise only until it’s almost doubled (about half an hour). Slash diagonally, two or three times per loaf, across the top(s). Then brush with the egg wash and sprinkle on the sesame seeds, pressing them in lightly. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes, then remove and cool on a rack.

[image: image]

PUMPERNICKEL

Slices of pumpernickel spread with sweet butter were my favorite snack when I was young. Later I learned that most pumpernickel contains cocoa — now I realize why I love it so much.

1 package dry yeast
 
3/4 cup warm water
 
¼ cup molasses
 
1½ teaspoons salt
 
1 tablespoon dry cocoa
 
2 teaspoons caraway seeds (optional)
 
1 cup rye flour
 
1 cup white flour
 
1 cup whole-wheat flour
 
2 tablespoons cornmeal
 
Egg wash (1 egg beaten with 2 tablespoons flour)

1. Proof the yeast in the warm water with the molasses. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil.

2. In a large bowl, combine the salt, cocoa, caraway seeds (if you’re using them), and rye flour. Add the yeast mixture and mix well.

3. In another bowl, combine the white flour and the whole-wheat flour. Add about 1½ cups of this mixture to the rye-flour mixture and mix well until you’ve achieved a proper dough. 

4. Turn out the dough onto a floured board and knead in the rest of the white and wheat flour mixture. Place in the greased bowl and allow the dough to rise, covered, until it has roughly doubled in size — this may take an hour or even two.

5. Punch down the dough and let it rise again. Then shape the dough into a round loaf. Sprinkle the cornmeal on a baking sheet, place the loaf on it, cover, and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

6. When the loaf has roughly doubled in size, cut across its top in two or three places with a single-edged razor-sharp knife. Brush with the egg wash. Bake for 40 to 45 minutes.

KATIE’S BULGUR BREAD

Here’s a robust and tasty middle-European type of bread, with a few additions divined by a clever cook.

1 package dry yeast
 
I cup warm water
 
1 cup bulgur wheat
 
3 tablespoons butter
 
1½ cups hot broth (chicken, beef, or vegetable)
 
1¼ cups cold water

2 teaspoons salt
 
¼ cup honey
 
¼ cup molasses
 
1 teaspoon caraway seeds
 
3 cups whole-wheat flour
 
3 cups white flour

1. Proof the yeast in the warm water. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil, and grease two 8 x 4-inch bread pans.

2. In a large bowl, combine the bulgur wheat and butter. Bring the broth to a boil, stir it in, and let the mixture sit for half an hour. Add the cold water, salt, honey, molasses, caraway seeds, and proofed yeast. Mix well.

3. Now stir in the whole-wheat and white flours. Mix until you’ve achieved a proper dough, then remove from the bowl and knead well.

4. Place the dough in the greased bowl, cover, and let it rise. Then remove the dough from the bowl, punch it down, and shape it into two large loaves. Put the loaves into the greased bread pans and set them in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

5. When the loaves have risen so that the dough reaches the tops of the pans, place them in the oven. Bake for 40 to 45 minutes, remove from the oven, and allow them to cool on a rack.
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LIMPA

Swedish Rye Bread 

Limpa, a rye bread from Sweden, is extraordinarily good. The aromatic touch of orange peel and spice makes it a bread you won’t soon forget.

2 packages dry yeast
 
¼ cup warm water
 
⅓cup brown sugar
 
¼ cup molasses
 
4 tablespoons butter, cut in 4 pieces
 
1 tablespoon salt
 
Grated zest of 1 large orange
 
2 teaspoons anise seeds
 
1 teaspoon fennel seeds (optional)
 
2 teaspoons caraway seeds (optional)
 
13/4 cups boiling water
 
3 cups rye flour
 
3 cups white flour (or a little less)
 
3 tablespoons milk

1. Proof the yeast in the warm water along with a pinch of the brown sugar you’ll be using later. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil, and lightly grease a large baking sheet.

2. In another large bowl, combine the molasses, the rest of the brown sugar, butter, salt, orange zest, and seeds. Add the boiling water and stir. When this mixture cools to lukewarm (around 100°F), add the proofed yeast mixture and mix well. Then stir in the flour, beginning with all of the rye flour, then adding the white until you have achieved a proper dough.

3. Knead the dough for about 10 minutes, adding the rest of the white flour as needed. Put the dough into the buttered or oiled bowl, turning it so that all sides will be greased. Cover the bowl with a damp cloth and set it in a warm place.

4. When the dough has doubled in size, punch it down, cover, and let it rise again.

5. When the dough has doubled in size again, remove it from the bowl. Shape it into two oval loaves, each about 12 to 14 inches long. Place the loaves on the lightly greased baking sheet. Cover and place in a warm spot to rise. (Don’t place the loaves too close together, as they will spread.) Preheat the oven to 375°F.

6. When the loaves have fully risen, slash their tops diagonally in several places, French-Bread style. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes. Remove from the oven, brush the tops with the milk, and allow them to cool on a rack.

BASQUE SHEEPHERDERS’ BREAD

The Basque country, high in the Pyrenees between Spain and France, is the ancestral home of this monumental loaf, but it’s also made by the Basque sheep-herders of the American West. One loaf will feed — and make happy — a good-size crowd!

3 cups water
 
½ cup (1 stick) butter
 
⅔ cup sugar
 
1 tablespoon salt
 
2 packages dry yeast
 
8½ cups white flour

1. In a large saucepan, combine the water, butter, sugar, and salt. Heat gently just until the butter melts. Cool to lukewarm, then add the yeast and let it proof for 10 minutes.

2. Mix in 5 cups of the flour, then turn out the dough onto a floured board. Knead in the remaining flour. Form the dough into a ball, place it in the greased bowl, and let it rise, covered, until doubled. 

3. Punch down the dough and form it into a ball.

4. Let the dough rest while you prepare the pan. Use a 10-inch Dutch oven. Grease it well, including its cover. Put a circle of foil in the bottom of the pan and grease that, too. Then put in your ball of dough. Put on the lid and set in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

5. Let the dough rise until it pushes the lid up about ½ inch. Then bake, with the lid still on, for 12 or 13 minutes. Remove the lid and bake for another 30 to 35 minutes. Turn out onto a rack, remove the foil, and let it cool.

FRENCH BREAD

This is as close as you can come to the perfect bread turned out by French bakeries. It’s the large, fat loaf used most often for Garlic Bread (see page 
25). I make this in a food processor, putting the flour and salt into the bowl, then adding the yeast mixture followed by the combination of the rest of the ingredients.

Many recipes for French Bread contain no fat, but the loaves made that way turn stale in about half a day.

1½ packages (or a scant 3½ teaspoons) dry yeast
 
¼ cup warm water
 
¼ teaspoon sugar
 
1 cup cold water
 
2 tablespoons butter
 
3½ cups white flour
 
1 teaspoon salt
 
2 tablespoons cornmeal

1. Proof the yeast in the warm water along with the sugar. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil.

2. In a small saucepan, mix the cold water and the butter and slowly heat until the butter has melted.

3. In a large bowl, combine the flour, salt, proofed yeast, and melted butter and water. Mix until you have achieved a proper dough. Then knead well, form the dough into a ball, and allow it to rise, covered, in the greased bowl.

4. Punch down the dough, knead it briefly, and let it rise again in the greased bowl.

5. Punch down the dough again and form it into a loaf about 13 inches long. Sprinkle the cornmeal on a baking sheet. Place the loaf on the baking sheet and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 450°F.

6. When the loaf has roughly doubled in size, use a very sharp knife or a single-edged razor blade to cut three long diagonal slashes in its top. Slide the loaf onto tiles, if you’re using them, or put the baking sheet in the preheated oven. Immediately throw 4 ice cubes onto the oven floor. (This will create the steam that would be present in a French baker’s oven.)

7. After 5 minutes, throw in 4 more ice cubes. Ten minutes after that, turn the oven down to 400°F and bake for about 20 minutes more. Then remove the loaf from the oven and allow to cool on a rack.

Boules: A boule is simply a round loaf of French bread. Make French Bread dough as directed, letting it rise twice. Then divide the dough in two. One at a time, form the halves into round balls. You want to create a tight skin on each ball, so stretch it tight in all directions, tucking it under as you go. Slash an X in the top of each loaf and bake as directed.

CIABATTA

Most of the Italian bread you see in this country is pretty indistinguishable from French Bread, but not this one! Olive oil makes the difference and gives it a subtle tang. Note also that there’s only one rising.

1 package dry yeast
 
1 teaspoon sugar
 
I cup warm water
 
3½ cups white flour
 
½ teaspoon salt
 
⅔ cup olive oil (plus a bit more for the top of the loaf)

1. Proof the yeast with the sugar in the warm water. Grease a baking sheet.

2. In a large bowl, combine the flour and salt. Add the olive oil and the yeast mixture and mix well until you achieve a proper dough.

3. Knead, but not as thoroughly as with other breads — stop when the dough is still a little rough. Form it into an oval loaf and place it on the greased baking sheet. Coat the top lightly with more olive oil. Cover and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 400°F.

4. Allow the dough to rise for about an hour. Then sprinkle the top of the loaf with flour. Bake for 25 to 30 minutes, remove from the oven, and allow it to cool on a rack.

FOCACCIA

Focaccia, from Italy, is an example of the exceptional European breads that we have recently discovered in this country. It’s a flat bread often served these days in upscale restaurants. Here’s the basic recipe, followed by a few variations. The dough also makes a perfect pizza crust.

This amount of dough makes two Focaccias. You can, if you wish, freeze half of it, before shaping, for future use.

 I once ran out of regular unbleached white flour when making this, and substituted self-rising flour for H cup of it. The result was exceptional!

1 package active dry yeast
 
1⅔ cups warm water
 
2 teaspoons sugar
 
4 cups unbleached white flour (or 3½ cups unbleached white flour and ½ cup self-rising flour)
 
1 teaspoon salt
 
8 tablespoons olive oil
 
Kosher or coarse sea salt

1. Proof the yeast in the water along with the sugar. 

2. In a large bowl, combine the flour and salt. Slowly stir in the proofed yeast and 2 tablespoons of the olive oil. Knead the dough on a floured board for just a few minutes until it’s satiny, then cover it, place it in a warm spot, and let it rise for 40 minutes.

3. Punch down the dough, then divide it into two parts. Form each into a flat disk, then stretch each one with your hands into a 12-inch circle. Put onto one or two baking sheets. Cover and set them in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 425°F.

4. Let the dough rise for 30 to 45 minutes. Then “dimple” the dough by pressing gently all over it with your fingertips. Drizzle on the remaining olive oil, then sprinkle lightly with the Kosher salt. Bake for about 20 minutes, or until light brown. Serve warm, cut into wedges. Some people also brush ½ cup of melted butter over the Focaccias the moment they come out of the oven. This will disappear into the bread after just a few minutes.

Rosemary Focaccia: Before baking the Focaccia, combine ½ cup olive oil, 2 tablespoons minced fresh rosemary, and 3 teaspoons minced garlic, mix well and drizzle on top of the dough. Don’t try this with dry rosemary — there just isn’t enough moisture in the top-ping or enough time to reconstitute it.

Sage Focaccia: Add 2 tablespoons minced fresh sage to the dough as you knead it.

ALSATIAN MIXED-GRAIN BREAD

As the Alsatians have done for many years, here you can add varying combinations of ingredients. Make a three-grain bread, a five-grain bread, or whatever suits your taste.

1 package dry yeast
 
2 cups water (or 1 cup water and 1 cup milk)
 
2 tablespoons honey
 
1½ cups (total) of any combination of: cornmeal, barley flour (or pearl barley, soaked or parboiled), raw oats, millet, triticale, quinoa, rice flour, or soaked or sprouted wheat berries — whatever you want! You can also try using an all-natural mixed-grain cereal from a health food store or co-op.
 
1 tablespoon salt
 
2 cups whole-wheat flour
 
3 cups white flour

1. In a large bowl, proof the yeast in the warm water with the honey. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil, and grease two 8½ x 4H-inch bread pans.

2. Stir the combination of grains and the salt into the proofed yeast. Then add the whole-wheat flour and 2 cups of the white flour. Turn out the dough onto a floured board and knead in the rest of the white flour. 

3. Let the dough rise in the greased bowl, covered, until doubled. Punch down. Shape it into two loaves, place in the greased bread pans, and set them in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

4. When the loaves have roughly doubled again, place them in the oven and bake for about 1 hour. When done, place them on a rack to cool.

PORTUGUESE SWEET BREAD

If you live in New England, you can probably buy Portuguese sweet bread in a supermarket, since so many Portuguese sailors and their families ended up living there. (Your own will be better, though.) It’s not the sort of sweet bread you might expect — just a light and delicious egg bread.

1 package dry yeast
 
¼ cup lukewarm water
 
½ cup plus 1 teaspoon sugar
 
4 tablespoons soft butter
 
¼ cup warm milk
 
2 eggs, lightly beaten
 
1½ teaspoons salt
 
2¼ cups (or more) white flour

1. In a large bowl, proof yeast in the warm water with 1 teaspoon of the sugar. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter.

2. In a small bowl, combine the butter with the warm milk. Then add the rest of the sugar and mix well. Add this to the yeast mixture and stir well. Reserve a small portion (about one-quarter of the total amount) of the beaten eggs and add the rest, along with the salt, to the mixture. Mix well.

3. Then add 2 cups of the flour, 1 cup at a time, kneading it in with your hands, right in the bowl. Move the dough to a floured board and keep on kneading, adding more flour as needed, until the dough is smooth and elastic. Place the dough in the buttered bowl, cover, and allow it to rise until doubled.

4. Punch down the dough and shape into a ball. Put it into a 9-inch buttered ovenproof skillet or a large bread pan. Cover (but not tightly) and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

5. When the dough has risen, brush the top of the loaf with the remaining beaten egg. Bake for about half an hour, remove from the oven, and allow it to cool on a rack.

IRISH SODA BREAD

This is probably the easiest bread you could ever make. Luckily, it’s also one of the best, with a smooth texture and great taste.

4 cups white flour
 
1 tablespoon salt
 
I teaspoon baking powder
 
1 teaspoon baking soda
 
½ cup raisins or dried currants (optional)
 
1½–2 cups buttermilk (or use regular milk combined with 2 teaspoons white or cider vinegar)

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Butter a baking sheet or cake pan.

2. Mix together the dry ingredients, then stir in the raisins or currants (if you’re using them). Add enough buttermilk to make a soft, kneadable dough.

3. Turn out the dough onto a floured board and knead it briefly until you have a proper dough. Shape it into a round loaf and place it on the baking sheet or cake pan. Cut a cross in the top of the loaf with a single-edged razor blade or very sharp, floured knife. 

4. Bake for 35 to 40 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow it to cool on a rack.

Irish Whole-Wheat Soda Bread: Follow the same recipe as for Irish Soda Bread, above, but use 3 cups whole-wheat flour and 1 cup white flour instead of the 4 cups white flour, and change the amount of baking soda to I teaspoon.
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CHRISTIANIA KRINGLE

A friend with a Danish background gave me the recipe for this good-anytime-of-day treat. It’s a piecrust sort of dough, topped with a cream puff pastry and lightly glazed and flavored with almond. You could serve it for dessert, but it’s at its shining best for breakfast or with morning coffee or afternoon tea.

For the pastry base: 

½ cup ( 1 stick) butter
 
1 cup white flour
 
1 tablespoon cold water

For the cream puff topping: 

½ cup ( 1 stick) butter
 
1 cup water
 
1 cup white flour
 
3 eggs
 
½ teaspoon almond extract

For the almond glaze: 

1 cup confectioner’s sugar
 
1 tablespoon soft butter
 
½ teaspoon almond extract
 
Milk (enough to make the glaze spreadable)

1. The pastry base. Cut the butter into the white flour, add the cold water, and mix well. Pat the pastry dough out onto a baking sheet, making two long strips, each 3 inches wide and roughly 16 inches long.

2. The cream puff topping. Preheat the oven to 400°F. In a medium saucepan, combine the butter and the water and heat until boiling. Remove from the heat and add the white flour; stir until smooth. Add the eggs 1 at a time, beating after each addition, then stir in the almond extract. Spread the topping over the pastry strips. Bake for 45 to 50 minutes.

3. The almond glaze. Combine the confectioner’s sugar, soft butter, almond extract, and enough milk to make the mixture spreadable. Frost the strips with the glaze while they’re still warm. Serve at room temperature, cut into crosswise slices about 1 inch wide.

BRIOCHE BREAD

The brioche dough of France can be made into a marvelous loaf bread. A food processor makes this remarkably simple.

1 package dry yeast
 
¼ cup warm milk
 
1 tablespoon sugar
 
2½ cups white flour
 
1½ teaspoons salt
 
¼ pound cold butter, cut into 8 pieces
 
2 eggs

1. Proof the yeast in the warm milk with the sugar. Grease the surface of a large bowl with butter or oil, and grease a 5-cup loaf pan (a Pyrex bread pan is this size).

2. Combine the flour and salt in a food processor bowl. Buzz for a few seconds. Add the butter and process until the mixture looks like coarse cornmeal. Pour in the proofed yeast and process very briefly. Then add the eggs and process until the dough forms a ball.

3. Remove the dough from the food processor bowl and place it in the greased bowl. Let it rise, covered, until it’s doubled in size (about 1½ hours).

4. Punch down the dough, knead it a time or two, and shape it into a loaf. Put into the greased bread pan, cover, and set it in a warm place to rise. Preheat the oven to 350°F.

5. Allow the loaf to rise until it has roughly doubled in size (about 1 hour). Then place it in the oven and bake for about 40 minutes. Remove from the oven and allow it to cool on a rack.
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GERMAN FARMHOUSE GRAHAM BREAD

There’s something about this good bread that seems to give you instant strength and energy — especially if you make it with freshly ground whole-wheat or graham flour.

1 cup whole-wheat or graham flour
 
1 cup white flour
 
1 teaspoon baking soda
 
1 tablespoon sugar
 
½ teaspoon salt
 
1 cup milk mixed with 1 teaspoon vinegar
 
1 egg, lightly beaten
 
¼ cup molasses

1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. Butter a 5-cup loaf pan.

2. In a large bowl, combine the wheat or graham flour, white flour, baking soda, sugar, and salt. Stir in the milk, egg, and molasses. Mix well and put it into the loaf pan.

3. Bake for 1 hour, then remove from oven. Allow it to cool on a rack.
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Using European Breads

European breads are the foundation of many a wonderful dish. Try any of the following recipes using your homemade European bread for mouthwatering treats.

BRUSCHETTA

In Italy, this is the only garlic bread served. These little toasts are just right as an appetizer or to serve with soup or salad. You can make them with slices of large French bread, but they’re at their best when made from baguettes, sliced on the diagonal.

Bread
 
Garlic cloves, sliced in half
 
Extra-virgin olive oil
 
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Slice your bread however you prefer — from ½ to 1½ inches thick. Toast (preferably over charcoal, if you can). 

2. While the toast is still warm, rub each slice with the cut face of the garlic cloves. Drizzle on quite a bit of extra-virgin olive oil, and top with salt and pepper to taste.

Variation 1: The Italians often cut a tomato in half and rub the cut side into the toasts, along with the garlic. The garlic and tomato disappear into the bread.

Variation 2: You can also mince the garlic and finely dice the tomatoes and just spread them on the toasts. A little chopped fresh basil is a fine addition (and traditional) here, too.
 
American Bruschetta: In typical fashion, Americans have fun with their bruschetta. We put anything and everything on it — cheese, capers, sun-dried tomatoes, and more.

HERBED BREAD

Herbed Bread is a good place to start your exploration of the wonderful world of long-loaved bread. Not only is it good on its own, but it can serve as a base for many other variations.

1 tablespoon butter (or more)
 
1 tablespoon olive oil (or more)
 
Fresh or dried herbs (any combination)
 
1 loaf French Bread (see page 14)

1. In a small saucepan, melt the butter. You may need to use more butter and oil for larger loaves of bread.

2. In a small bowl, mix together the melted butter and olive oil. Then add herbs to the mix. Which ones? How much? It doesn’t matter! You can use any herbs you want (fresh or dried), and in any amounts. Some days I’m in the mood for just tarragon; other times it’s a mixture of tarragon and rosemary; often it’s basil or oregano with a liberal sprinkling of fresh Italian parsley chopped finely.

3. Cover a baking sheet with foil. Slice a loaf of French Bread lengthwise, as though you were making a giant sub, and lay it flat on the foil.

4. Spread the herbed mixture onto the open face of the bread. Just before you’re ready to eat, put the baking sheet about 3 inches beneath the broiler unit in your stove. Broil until the edges just start to brown. Now close the bread back up so it looks like a loaf again and slice through it at 1- to 1H-inch intervals. Or, if you’d rather, you can slice without closing up the loaf. It’s up to you.

Cheese Bread: You can make a fantastic Cheese Bread by top-ping an Herbed Bread creation with your choice of cheese. Try using grated or shredded Parmesan, cheddar, Swiss, or whatever comes to mind.

GARLIC BREAD

Some meals — and some people — scream for garlic bread. It couldn’t be simpler to make. (For a true Italian garlic bread, see Bruschetta on page 23.) For larger loaves, increase the amounts of the ingredients listed below.

1 tablespoon butter
 
1 tablespoon olive oil
 
1 teaspoon minced garlic

Fresh or dried herbs (optional)

1 loaf French Bread (see page 14)

Proceed as directed in the instructions for Herbed Bread (page 24), but add the minced garlic and herbs to taste to the olive oil and butter mixture before spreading it on the bread. Depending on the garlic tolerance of the people who’ll be eating, you may want to increase the amount of garlic proportionally. You can also substitute garlic powder or garlic salt, but fresh is best.

Garlic Gorgonzola Bread: Before broiling the garlic bread, top it with some Gorgonzola cheese, sliced or crumbled. Keep an eye on it as it broils to make sure the cheese doesn’t burn, and don’t put the loaf back together after broiling — it’s meant to be served open faced.
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AMERICAN FONDUE

American Fondue contains the cheese and bread used for a traditional Swiss fondue, but is much simpler to make and is served from a baking dish rather than around a fondue pot. It’s the perfect dish for many occasions, and can be made to seem totally informal, rather hearty, or quite elegant, depending on what bread, mustard, and liquid you use. 

Homestyle Fondue

This is what I always made when my husband, trying to spare me work, said, “Let’s just have a cheese sandwich.”

4 tablespoons soft butter
 
1 tablespoon prepared mustard (your favorite)
 
6 slices Ciabatta (see page 15) or other firm white bread
 
3 eggs
 
2¼ cups milk
 
3/4 pound cheddar cheese, shredded or in small cubes

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Thoroughly butter a large baking pan.

2. Combine the butter and mustard and spread the mixture on the sliced bread. Then cut the slices into roughly 1H-inch squares and put them into the buttered baking pan.

3. Run the eggs, milk, and cheese together in a blender or food processor until well blended. Pour over the bread squares.

4. Bake for 35 minutes, or until golden brown.

MAKES 4–6 SERVINGS

Hearty Fondue

This version is perfect for a cold, blustery day.

Follow the recipe for Homestyle Fondue, but with these changes:

Use a hearty bread such as pumpernickel instead of white, and spread it with a mixture of butter and German mustard. Use beer (light or dark) in place of the milk.

Elegant Fondue

This one comes closest in flavor to the Swiss original. To make it even more so, you can add a tablespoon or two of Kirsch to the liquid mixture.

Follow the recipe for Homestyle Fondue, but with these changes:

Use Gruyére or Emmentaler cheese instead of the cheddar; Dijon mustard; and a mixture, in place of the milk, of white wine and milk or cream. Add a dash or two of nutmeg on top.

THE ALPINE SANDWICH

For me, this is a calming, soothing combination, reserved for moments of stress and chaos. It came into my life as a restaurant sandwich served alongside a tarragon-laced salad, and is an example of the fact that you can add absolutely anything to bread and come up with a winner.

1 loaf French Bread (see page 14)
 
Wine vinegar
 
Extra-virgin olive oil
 
Tarragon and other herbs of choice
 
Swiss cheese (or another variety)
 
1 small onion, thinly sliced

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F.

2. For each sandwich, cut and split a 4- or 5-inch piece of French Bread. Sprinkle a little wine vinegar on the opened-up rolls, followed by a little olive oil. Top with tarragon and/or other herbs to taste. 

3. Slice the Swiss cheese, or any other cheese you want (I usually use cheddar), thinly, and layer over the herbs on the bread. Finally, top the sandwich with slivers of the onion. 

4. Because you don’t want to burn the onion, this open-faced sandwich is best baked rather than broiled. Bake for 10 minutes, or until the cheese has melted.

CROUTE AU FROMAGE

I first had this luscious dish in a Swiss restaurant. My attempts to obtain the recipe got me nowhere. (All they would tell me was that the bread was marinated. Marinated? Yes, with wine.) So I figured it out myself, with a few embellishments. If you’re ever looking for a Sunday-night supper or festive brunch dish, this one’s perfect.

To serve three, cut the recipe in half and divide everything between three ovenproof plates, then broil.

2 medium onions, chopped
 
4 tablespoons butter, divided
 
18 slices French Bread (see page 14)
 
½ cup white wine
 
2 medium tomatoes, chopped
 
6 slices bacon, diced and cooked (optional)
 
1 pound Gruyére or Swiss cheese, grated
 
8 ounces cream cheese or Neufchâtel
 
Freshly ground black pepper

1. In a small saucepan, brown the onion lightly in 2 tablespoons of the butter.

2. Place the bread in a 9 x 13-inch baking pan. Drizzle on the white wine, and strew the onion, tomatoes, and bacon (if you’re using it) over the bread.

3. In a small saucepan, melt the rest of the butter, add both cheeses, and stir until melted. Add pepper to taste and spoon the mixture over the bread slices, being careful to leave some edges of the bread exposed.

4. Broil briefly until the cheese is bubbly and the exposed edges of the bread are brown.

MAKES 6 SERVINGS

PANZANELLA

Italian Bread Salad

To be authentic, you should use an Italian bread to make this unusual Florentine salad, but any of the yeast breads in this bulletin will do very nicely. This is a somewhat untraditional version — the more common method in Italy is to soak stale bread in water, then squeeze it hard.

6 slices Ciabatta (see page 15) or other good bread, in 3/4-inch cubes
 
6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided
 
1 large ripe tomato, peeled and cut into 1/2-inch cubes
 
1 small sweet pepper (any color), in 1/2-inch cubes
 
1 small red onion, quartered and sliced thin
 
1 tablespoon chopped fresh basil leaves
 
1 tablespoon red wine vinegar
 
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1. Brown the bread cubes in 4 tablespoons of the olive oil, stirring constantly. Drain on paper towels.

2. Combine the tomato, sweet pepper, onion, and basil leaves in a salad bowl. Top with the bread cubes.

3. Make a simple dressing from the remaining 2 tablespoons of olive oil, the vinegar, and salt and pepper to taste. Add to the salad bowl and toss. Chill for half an hour before serving

MAKES 4–6 SERVINGS
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OYSTER LOAF

A Pacifier

New Orleans and San Francisco share an old custom of using the Oyster Loaf as a pacifier. When a husband had been out late, he brought his wife one of these as a peacemaker.

1 loaf French Bread (see page 14) or Ciabatta bread (see page 15)
 
2 eggs
 
20 frying-size oysters (save their liquor)
 
1 cup cracker crumbs
 
6 tablespoons butter, divided
 
Salt and freshly ground black pepper
 
3 tablespoons cream

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F.

2. Cut the bread in two lengthwise, making the cut near the top of the loaf. Hollow out the insides by removing most of the soft bread and setting it aside. 

3. Beat the eggs with 2 tablespoons of the oyster liquor. Dip the oysters in this and then in the cracker crumbs. Sauté them in 3 tablespoons of the butter for about 3 minutes, or until their edges curl. Place them in the hollowed bread shell. Now fill in any large gaps between the oysters with some of the bread you removed from the shell.

4. Melt the remaining 3 tablespoons of butter and mix it with 3 more tablespoons of the oyster liquor. Sprinkle about three-quarters of this over the oysters and bread. Put the top of the bread back on and brush it with the rest of the butter-and-oyster liquor mixture.

5. Bake for 10 minutes, or until hot.

MAKES 2–4 SERVINGS

NEW ORLEANS BREAD PUDDING

I’ve seen a recipe that instructed me to make bread pudding from the worst bread I could find. I tried that once. No! Now I know that the better the bread, the better the dessert.

1 large loaf slightly stale bread
 
3 eggs, lightly beaten
 
1½ cups white sugar
 
¼ cup brown sugar
 
1 small can evaporated milk
 
1 tablespoon pure vanilla
 
½ teaspoon nutmeg
 
1 cup raisins

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Butter a 9 x 9-inch baking pan.

2. Tear the bread into small pieces. Put the pieces in a bowl, cover with cold water, and let sit for a minute or two. Squeeze out the water and add the eggs, white sugar, brown sugar, evaporated milk, vanilla, nutmeg, and raisins. Mix well.

3. Put the mixture in the baking pan, and bake for 50 minutes. Serve warm, with hard sauce.

MAKES 6–8 SERVINGS
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PROVENCE SPREAD

This recipe was excerpted from Herbal Breads, by Ruth Bass (Storey Publishing, 1996). Top quality olive oil is the ticket here. Don’t look at the unit price, just keep tasting until you find a fine olive oil that you like. Some chefs swear by Spanish olive oil, others only use Italian. Saying they are all alike is like saying all potatoes are the same.

½ cup pitted black olives
 
½ cup pitted green olives
 
I cup extra virgin olive oil
 
6 garlic cloves
 
2 tablespoons capers
 
Juice of ½ small lemon (2 teaspoons)
 
Salt and freshly ground pepper
 
Crusty Italian or French bread

1. Finely chop enough black olives to make 1 tablespoon. Do the same with the green, mix the two, and set aside.

2. Pour the oil mixture into a blender and add the garlic, capers, and lemon juice. Blend until almost smooth.

3. Put the oil into a small bowl and stir in the chopped olives. Add salt and pepper to taste.

4. Spread on thin slices of toast made with crusty bread.

1 CUP
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