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      BREAD: THE BEGINNINGS OF EVERYTHING. AND ONE THING LEADS TO ANOTHER . . .

      

      
      The bread is in the middle of the table. People rip into it and conversation flows around it. It’s great if the bread can
         get a nod or a bit of appreciation, but that’s not why you make it yourself. You make it yourself because it’s rewarding,
         because of the way it fills your home with the smell of warm fresh baking, and because you’re making something, which is great if you’ve been sitting in front of a computer all week. And you’re prototyping all the time, so if it goes
         wrong one time, what’s the worst that can happen? It might be burnt, but you can scrape it off, or it might be stodgy in the
         middle, but you can cut out the middle and throw it away, and no one is going to die – unless you set fire to the kitchen.
         Once you’ve got the basics, you can play with it. There are limitless options.
      

      
      We want to breathe a bit of joy into breadmaking, and debunk the myths and make it accessible and fun.

      
      Henry: ‘It’s just mixing stuff.’

      
      Tom: ‘We want to take the fear out.’

      
      Henry: ‘It’s child’s play.’

      
      Tom: ‘My two oldest kids – they’re ten and eight – have got their own jars of sourdough and they love baking. I don’t ask
         them to do it. They get Grandpa to compare their loaves, which he has to be very diplomatic about.’
      

      
      We want to show how once you’ve mastered this, you can do this and this. Our ethos is not: here’s a recipe for one thing we
         like, here’s another – it’s about how all the dishes connect together, with a natural progression from one thing to the next.
         Once you’ve made one sort of bread, you can easily make another, then another, then you can make really great meals around
         it. And we see this book as a way of sharing that with thousands of people.
      

      
      Let’s start with flour and water. At its most basic, that’s all you need. To make chapattis, for example, you need some flour
         and water and a flame. Maybe not the most beautiful bread in the world, but mighty fine with curry.
      

      
      Henry: ‘I’ve often made a chapatti in five minutes and eaten it then and there. OK, they are better rested, but it’s just
         flour and water, mixed together, cooked in a dry pan over heat. They puff up like a pitta, then you put them on a naked flame,
         using tongs, and they kind of burn in spots – and then you just eat them.’
      

      
      Our next step in breadmaking is sourdough, a risen bread, consisting of flour and water, raised with a flour-and-water sourdough culture, and seasoned with sea salt. Sourdough is an ancient way
         of rising bread that has great flavour. The culture itself isn’t necessarily dough-like, it’s more of a paste, a blend of
         flour and water that’s left to ferment and develop its own wild yeasts. A by-product of the fermentation process is carbon
         dioxide, and if you make a stretchy dough, the carbon dioxide catches in it – creates little bubbles – and leavens your bread.
         We can make beautiful bread just around that basic idea. Then there are variations – you can use wholemeal flour, which is
         denser than white and has a more nutty flavour; or you can use spelt (an ancient wheat), or rye. You can add other ingredients
         – seeds, nuts, fruit, cheese. And if you’re making sourdough bread, then you’re keeping and feeding your sourdough culture,
         and that means you can make sourdough pancakes, which everyone loves.
      

      
      There’s something of a myth that if you don’t feed a sourdough culture, it will die. This isn’t true. At home we keep the
         sourdough in the fridge and we take it out and feed it when we need to get it going. If you do it that way, your sourdough
         will outlive you.
      

      
      Henry: ‘I found a sourdough mix in the back of the fridge, been there five months, and three days later it’s bubbling again.’

      
      Tom: ‘The sourdough we use in the bakery is over fifty years old. It had our grandfather’s hands in it.’

      
      The next step is the yeasted loaf, a white tin loaf – a good recipe that works, keeps well and tastes good. A small change
         of ingredient or method and the basic white loaf can be made into, say, pitta bread, or lush, thin pizza bases, or crunchy-bottomed
         focaccia. Then you can enrich it by swapping the water with milk or buttermilk or adding eggs, and you can make challah or
         even our ultimate burger baps. Following the trajectory of sweetening and enriching will take you to the jewel in the crown:
         a beautiful brioche.
      

      
      Tom: ‘What I’m saying is that once you’ve nailed one basic loaf, then you’re really close to another loaf entirely.’

      
      Then there are soda breads: bread raised with bicarbonate, cooked on a tray, with a cross cut into the dough. Our starting
         point is a spelt wholemeal because that’s easier to digest, but of course you could use regular wholemeal. Soda bread is quick
         to make and tasty. Once you’ve got the basics, you can tweak it. We have a soda bread packed full of seeds that’s made in
         a tin, and a recipe for white soda bread with honey in it and some fruit.
      

      
      Then, of course, you can continue along the trajectory and go off into Pie World, adding fat to flour and changing the fat–flour–liquid
         ratios to make pastries, pancakes, Yorkshires, cakes, biscuits . . . Cupcakes aren’t our bag. This is a man’s cookery book. But
         that doesn’t mean that, as a guy, you shouldn’t know how to make something chocolatey.
      

      
      Henry: ‘You know, chocolate cake was very useful when I was courting my wife. And I still make it for her, when she wants
         to be cheered up.’
      

      
      Tom: ‘Making the Christmas cake is a manly thing to do. It’s heavy, it’s boozy, it’s blokeish. Then we’ve got lardy cake,
         that’s a kind of bread, but it’s also a heritage recipe, it comes from the West Country. Ro, a 94-year-old baker, showed me how to make it. He hadn’t
         made lardies for thirty years; he had the recipe written down, but success was nothing to do with the recipe, it was all in
         the method. They’re phenomenal. A great recipe saved from extinction.’
      

      
      Henry: ‘They’re crispy. It’s kind of hot lard that’s caramelised, and they’re always massive—’

      
      Tom: ‘Don’t eat more than one a day!’

      
      Our own heritage recipe is the overnight loaf, the Sherston, which goes back to our great-grandfather, Thomas Herbert. Like
         many great ideas, this loaf was an answer to a problem. Yeast used to be very expensive, so bakers used the least amount of
         yeast they could and gave the dough plenty of rising time to compensate. The bread is still popular now, not because yeast
         is expensive any more, but because it’s got a great flavour, and makes the best toast in the world. It’s proper bread. The
         Sherston is our best-selling loaf at our family bakery, Hobbs House in Gloucestershire. It makes the older generation go all
         dewy-eyed and say, ‘It tastes like bread used to taste,’ and it makes the younger generation, who’ve been brought up on industrial
         bread, open their eyes to how great bread can be.
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         Ro Richards teaches Tom how to make lardy cake

      
      Tom: ‘It was in researching for a programme I did called In Search of the Perfect Loaf that I came across my great-grandmother’s birth certificate from 1887, where her father’s occupation was listed as Baker.
         This was Mabel, she grew up and married Thomas Herbert, and he was a blacksmith in a village called Down Ampney in the Cotswolds,
         near us. Then one day the co-op that owned a lot of the land brought in their own farrier, and effectively put him out of business. He had six kids and there was no welfare, and his wife
         persuaded him to hang up his leather apron in exchange for a linen one, and convert the forge to a bread oven. And it was
         disastrous. The bread was really quite bad. They had a strong Christian faith, and they were on their knees praying for something
         to happen, when – the story goes – there was a trill on the bell and it was a local sundries man, who sold fat and yeast among
         other things, and he’d heard there was a new baker. He saw their plight and bailed them out, showing them what to do, and
         we’ve been baking ever since. That was 1920.’
      

      
      This is where the overnight loaf comes in.

      
      [image: image]

Thomas and Mabel Herbert, the baker’s daughter, Tom and Henry’s great-grandparents

      
      Henry: ‘I think other bakers did it as well.’

      
      Tom: ‘Yes, the overnight dough wasn’t our family’s invention, it’s what we adopted. Our recipe was from Mr Thompson, a baker
         in the local village of Sherston, who showed us how to do it. That’s why we call the loaf the Sherston today; it roots it
         to that time and place, and honours a baking tradition. And it’s still a great way of making wonderful bread.’
      

      
      The story is that our great-grandfather would sleep on the dough bin and the rising dough would tip him off in the morning
         when it was time to work: long before cock crow.
      

      
      Henry: ‘He probably only did it after he’d had a tiff with Mabel.’

      
      Tom: ‘It’s a heck of a way to wake up. That’s the power of rising dough.’
      

      
      Henry: ‘It would definitely push you off.’

      
      Tom: ‘I’ve had the therapy for the bad dreams about being trapped in a room by rising dough, unable to escape . . .’

      
      In time, Thomas’s son David, our grandfather, went to Bristol, looking for work. He went into all the bakeries asking if they
         needed any staff, and they all said no. But the last one he walked into, after saying they weren’t taking anyone on, announced
         that in fact they were planning to retire. They offered to sell Grandpa the bakery, and he said yes. So virtually the next
         day Grandpa was running his own shop. He developed something of a baking empire, with twenty-two hot bread shops at one stage.
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Herbert’s bakery, 1955

      
      Tom: ‘As a family of bakers, we haven’t just been in one place. We’ve got cousins who are bakers, and uncles. People come
         to us and say, “Oh, I’m sorry to tell you this, but the such and such bakery in Bristol, their bread is as good as yours,”
         and I say, yes, well, that’s my uncle. We’re the non-violent baking mafia of the South West.’
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Trevor and Polly Herbert, the parents

      
      In 1961, the Chorleywood industrial bread-manufacturing process came in. Food technicians and scientists discovered that you
         could make bread really fast on a large scale, often using lower-grade flour, which meant that bread could be made widely
         available at a low price. Of course, little regard was paid to things like quality, digestibility and flavour. And as the Chorleywood process took hold, bakers were encouraged to club together and have one big bakery and have the bread
         delivered in the morning for them to sell in their shops – and this, for a lot of people, was a dream. That’s the path the
         industry went down, but we’ve never been part of that. Grandpa David stuck to his guns and kept making bread the traditional
         way. He was a bit of an outcast, a maverick, but he was just ploughing his own furrow. People have always wanted his bread.
         He ended up in Montpelier, the cosmopolitan, bohemian part of Bristol, and in the 1960s there were people from all over the
         world living there, and they wanted sourdough, and pitta bread, and focaccia, and other kinds of real bread. There was a market.
         And there was plenty of labour too. David Herbert was a firm believer that anyone could bake. He employed ex-cons fresh out of prison and taught them how to bake. While for his father it had been yeast that
         was the most expensive part of the process, for him it was flour. He began by getting organic wheat from the Isle of Wight
         and milling it in the bakery, and then in time he ended up with a farm, where Mum and Dad still live, on the Cotswolds escarpment,
         where he grew and milled 600 acres of his own flour. We sold the mill to Shipton Mill, with whom we work very closely now.
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 Baby Tom, born into bread

      
      Tom: ‘Back in 1981, when I was very young and before Henry was born, my father and grandfather tried to get into the Guinness
         Book of Records for the fastest-ever loaf from field to table: an hour and a half. It was a great publicity stunt. Today,
         of course, we’d be trying to do the slowest! There’s a film clip of it, some footage taken from a helicopter, and it’s great,
         seeing my dad at my age, baking in a tie – wearing Sunday best because he was going to be on the telly. He took ten precious
         seconds to add black treacle. I asked him why, and he said, ‘So it tastes great.’ I think that sums up a lot about how we bake. My brother
         George and I went up in the helicopter. So I grew up above a bakery kind of thinking this is what you do: bake bread, try
         for world records, go up in helicopters, have adverts in the local cinema. For me, as a lad, being a baker was exactly what
         I wanted, I never really wanted to do anything else. And it seemed a very gettable thing, even though Dad worked incredibly
         hard. When I was growing up he was always in this hot environment with banging tins and Bruce Springsteen and Roxy Music blaring
         out. By the time I got to about six, he’d let me double-jam the doughnuts, and recently we found the jammer, the same old
         bit of kit, and it made me feel so nostalgic, that galvanised stainless-steel pump. There was always work, jamming, traying
         up stuff from the freezer, and then in time getting shown how to bake. The shop was our kitchen and living room – and it’s
         where we still are, and where Henry has the butchery. What was our living room would fill up with bread and you’d have a queue
         of people and by the end of the day it would all be gone.’
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David Herbert going for the Guinness Record for the world’s fastest loaf, 1981
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Trevor outside Herbert’s Bakery, which has become Hobbs House Bakery and Butchery, Chipping Sodbury

      
      People loved the bread, but the business could only grow as fast as we could train people to bake it. Labour became the most
         difficult part of the equation. The hours are antisocial, so it’s not a given that people will stay. Only about half the people
         we trained stuck at it, so it’s taken a long time to grow. But the ones who stayed, they became part of the family. There are people
         who’ve been with us for ever. We have apprentices working with us too, and recently one lad won Young Apprentice of the Year
         in the South West. The training is something we take very seriously. We want to train the next generation of craft bakers,
         and maintain the tradition of passing on methods and techniques.
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Tom, aged 13, and sister Clemmie, selling drop scones on a Victorian Evening

      
      Tom: ‘Ten years ago I won Young Baker of the Year, after having done eight years of shift work, working nights, learning my
         craft. Winning that award showed me there was a whole world out there. I’d got into doing country markets, and baking my own
         bread on a Sunday when we weren’t open, and taking my dad’s old bookshelf, which was a French bread rack, and displaying and
         selling my own bread for a bit of pocket money. In the 1980s Hobbs House built up a reputation for being in the vanguard of
         baking when we developed a range of olive breads, sun-dried tomato breads, pecorino and red onion, and so on. There was a
         great buzz about it and we won an award for the loaves. The trend caught on very widely. Then I, as the new generation, wanted
         to do my own thing. What interested me was the history of bread, and how you could bake the best possible simple, unadorned
         loaf. By the time I won Young Baker of the Year I already had some awards under my belt for my rye sourdough. It found a market and became one of our most successful loaves. I began by doing a breadmaking
         course for the Vegetarian Cookery School in Bath. That got me teaching, and I loved it, and soon I opened our place in Nailsworth:
         it’s a café and open-plan bakery, and everything is centred around the oven and the baking courses. Ever since then we’ve
         been teaching, and baking, and my wife and I have had four kids, and I’ve constantly tried to find out a bit more about how
         to explain what I do to other people.’
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Henry, aged 13, baking in Tom’s kitchen

      
      Henry: ‘I’m a lot younger than Tom. From the age of twelve I knew for certain that a life in food was the only way for me.
         I wake up hungry and my mind is on food for the rest of the day. I dream of doughnuts, carrots and beef. For my thirteenth
         birthday I was given a set of chef’s knives. I worked in Tom’s café in Nailsworth as a teenager, then I packed my bag and
         trotted off like Dick Whittington to London Town where I studied for my diploma while working in the kitchen of a fine pub,
         the Coach and Horses in Farringdon. At the age of twenty-one, I was given the chance to return to the pub as head chef, and
         with little idea of how much it would involve, but with a huge amount of energy and commitment, I jumped in. At twenty-two
         I got to represent the South West on The Great British Menu on BBC2, which was a great honour. I didn’t win, but as a chef only a year out of college I felt I’d done all right just
         to be on it. When the opportunity came up to take on the butcher’s next to my family’s bakery, I jumped at that too. I’ve
         always applied the principle that if you put everything into a job then it rewards you two-fold. Now I’m back home, running
         the Hobbs House Butchery with my team there.’
      

      
      Tom: ‘It’s a great arrangement. Henry sends up the pie fillings, and we take a break from baking to make pastry, and together
         we turn out amazing pies. Or lardy cake: he’s got the lard; I’ve got the flour. You know, I’m genetically modified for baking.
         I have exceptionally large palms, which is great for kneading, and magnificent eyebrows, which stops the sweat of a hot bakery
         getting into my eyes. And perhaps I’m not six foot four because I’d get backache all the time. Just give it another five generations,
         and because the most useful piece of equipment for baking bread is the dough scraper, we’ll have flat edges to our hands.’
      

      
      Peace and loaf,

      
      Tom and Henry
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THE BAKER
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      THE JOY OF BREAD

      
      Bread on the table is a sign that all is well, and to have the ability to make it yourself is one of life’s top joys. It might
         take a few attempts, but once you’ve got the knack of making a basic bread dough, you’ve got the knack for life, and the bread
         gets better and better every time you make it. Your confidence soars, and your imagination can be let loose. You can do so
         many things with it. You’ve got people coming round, and you want to make something simple but great that’s going to greet
         them with a fantastic aroma when they arrive at your door. How about a focaccia? You make a basic white dough up to the first
         rise, then you stretch it to fill the biggest roasting tin you’ve got, put tasty things on top – garlic, onions, rosemary,
         whatever – let it prove, then put it in a very hot oven for 15 minutes, timing it so that when your guests arrive they are
         going to get this amazing smell of freshly baking bread and aromatic toppings. What makes this extra fantastic is some olive
         oil in the bottom of the tin, three or four good glugs, and then baking it on a hot stone in the oven. It’s like a savoury
         version of a doughnut, crunchy and warm and delicious. That’s how great baking is. It’s like when you scratch the belly of a dog and its leg goes on a mad shake, it’s that kind of feeling – you know it’s
         just right. In this chapter are all the fundamentals you need to know, starting from the very beginning, with flour, water,
         yeast and salt.
      

      
      Tom
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