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The basic activities of bread making: Mixing, kneading, rising, shaping, baking.
 
What’s great about making bread is that there is a lot of time when you don’t have to do
anything. The dough is doing its own thing and you’re free to do something else. Eat, sleep,
work, play – whatever you choose. It’s a busy person’s dream!
 
Most bread is made by combining these basic activities in the following order:
1. Mix the ingredients into a dough
2. Knead it
3. Let it rise
4. Shape it
5. Let this rise again
6. Bake it
7. Store it (or eat it)
 
As ever, there are exceptions to this process. Soda bread involves a quick mix-and-bake
process. Yeasted loaves can be made, at a push, in three hours. Meanwhile,sourdough can
take 12 – 48 hours following the initial preparation and mixing. With a wealthof flours and
global ingredients available to buy, it’s easy to see how you can find a bread that fits you –
time-wise, taste-wise and process-wise.
 
Mixing
 
You’ll start making bread by weighing out the ingredients and mixing them together. The
dough may be fairly stiff (most yeasted and ‘fast’ breads), or wetter, for example sourdough,
rye breads, ciabatta. Use a dough scraper to bring the ingredients together and ensure
you’ve mixed everything in, scraping down the sides of the bowl as you go.
 
Kneading
 
Many bread recipes, especially yeasted wheat bread recipes, require a kneading stage.
Kneading further mixes the ingredients evenly, and develops the stretchy, elastic gluten
protein present in bread flours (some flours will have higher gluten content than others).
Gluten strands only form once water is added to the flour and form from the bonding
together of two other proteins - glutenin and gliadin. 
 
One way to knead is to turn the dough out using your scraper onto a smooth, un-floured
surface. Don't knead on a floured surface – it dries your dough out! Embrace the sticky and
get kneading. Anchor the dough down with one hand and use the heel of the other hand to
stretch the dough away from you. Fold the dough back over itself, turn the whole piece 90
degrees and repeat. Get into a rhythm, zone out, listen to the radio, and continue for about
10 minutes. The dough should begin to change, from a so-called ‘shaggy mess’ to a smooth, 
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elastic dough that you should be able to stretch so thin you can see light through it.
 
Using a mixer to knead your dough 
 
You can use a mixer with a dough hook attachment for this stage but only on a low speed
and for a short time. Check your dough as you go along as it’s easy to overknead in a mixer
(but virtually impossible by hand). 
 
Alternative kneading methods 
 
This is only one kneading method, and there are plenty of others. Some recipes don’t
require kneading – for example for soda bread. 
 
Wetter, slacker doughs must be handled more gently, often using the stretch and fold, or
intermittent, kneading method that is discussed in the course. Here, the dough is gently
stretched out and folded over a couple of times, then covered and left to rest for a set
period of time before the stretch and fold is repeated. This process, of resting then
stretching and folding, is repeated 3 – 5 times before the dough is left to rise. This kneading
method helps in handling wetter doughs and allows a gentler dough development. 
 
One final alternative kneading method is to slap the dough down onto the bench, then
stretch and fold it in half, before repeating. 
 Rising your dough 
 
Typically, bread recipes allow for at least two rising stages. During this time, the dough,
either freshly kneaded, or shaped into a loaf, is left to rest and rise. The yeast get to work
digesting the flour and producing gas (carbon dioxide) that inflates the dough. The long,
elastic strands of gluten present in the dough trap the gas in microscopic pockets, giving
bread its final ‘crumb’ or internal structure. How the crumb looks depends on many things,
including how long the dough had to rise, how wet the dough was and whether the dough
was fully flattened (‘knocked back’) between rises or just gently folded and shaped.
Different methods can result in, for example, the different crumbs of a traditional tin loaf
for sandwiches (close structure) versus the large, irregular holes of a ciabatta.
 

The key relationship between temperature, time and yeast in dough proving 
 
Three key factors will affect how your dough rises. These are temperature, the time taken,
and the amount of yeast present in the dough. When one of these factors changes, the
others will be affected too. 
 
A warmer temperature will speed up the process as the yeast begin to produce gas more
quickly as the temperature increases. This is true until 37C, after which the yeast  
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begin to die. On cooler days, you may wish to use warm (not more than 37C) water in your
dough, or place your dough in a warm spot such as under the lights of your hob whilst it
rises. 
 
However, a rapid rise does not always equal the best bread. A slower, cooler rise can result
in better flavour and texture development as it gives the yeast more time to digest the flour
in the dough. Learn to judge how long it takes dough to rise in the conditions found in your
kitchen - this may be more than the time stated in the recipe you're using, which will have
been devised in different conditions.
 
Yeast are not killed by cold temperatures, they just produce gas much more slowly, so you
can even leave your dough to rise overnight, for the first rise, in the fridge. This is helpful if
you'd like to fit your bread making process around other commitments. Cover the dough
well - you may even like to rub a little vegetable oil across the top and cover directly with
clingfilm. Remember that if you shape cold dough from the fridge, it will take longer to rise
and be ready to bake as the yeast will be working much more slowly.
 
As well as using temperature to speed up or slow down the rising process, increasing or
decreasing the amount of yeast present will also affect how long your dough takes to rise. I
don't recommend using excessive amounts of yeast in your dough, especially for taste
reasons. However, using less yeast will increase the time needed to rise your dough, giving
more time for flavour development.
 
Whatever you do, remember to cover the dough well so that it does not dry out, and don’t
use excessive heat (above 37C), as this will kill the yeast.
 
Over and under-proving
 
If the dough rises very quickly, or is left too long, the yeast will begin to run out of food
(flour) to digest and will stop producing gas. Instead, the yeast will either begin to die, or
produce alcohol, which will also kill the yeast. Without gas production, the dough will begin
to collapse and deflate. This is overproving. If this happens during the first rise, you can try
shaping the loaf and leave it for a short second rise before baking, but it’s likely the loaf will
be flatter than expected. If the dough overproves following shaping, it is likely the loaf will
collapse in the oven and bake flat. 
 
If you don’t leave the dough long enough to prove, you risk a dense, doughy loaf that may
be inedible and unbaked in the middle. This is because the yeast weren’t given long enough
to produce gas and inflate the microscopic gaps between the stretchy, elastic gluten
strands. The loaf may ‘split’ in the oven – a sudden quick final rise in the heat of the oven
splits the loaf along one side. You may also be left with a dense, partially cooked line of 
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dough along the base of the loaf. If any of these issues happen, adjust the time you leave
your dough to prove next time.
 
Shaping
 
The first rise of the dough is sometimes called ‘bulk fermentation’, as the dough is in a
single big lump, and not yet shaped into loaves. Most recipes will call for some form of
shaping before baking. During the course, I show you how to shape dough for a tin loaf,
bread rolls and a flatbread. Once you have practised these shapes, branch out and try
others. Free-form a boule on a baking tray, plait a loaf, let kids shape animals or letters
and decorate with seeds. If you’re just starting out, or the dough is very wet and slack, a
tin will help contain your efforts and stop the dough splitting and spreading during
baking. Free-form shapes need to be formed tightly to stop them spreading as they rise
for a second time before baking.
 
Shaping should ultimately result in tension across the top and sides of the shaped dough.
Your aim is to stretch the elastic gluten strands in the dough across and around the top of
your shape, creating a structure that will contain the gas produced by the yeast. The
shaped dough is then usually left to rise for a second, shorter, time and gas produced by
the yeast should this time fill out the shape chosen. If you don't shape your dough, or your
shaping doesn't create enough tension across the top and sides of the dough, your loaf will
spread during proving (if free-form) or will not rise as much as expected if in a tin.
 
Once shaped, you can prove in a tin, a banneton (proving basket) or on a baking tray lined
with baking paper. Traditional loaf tins often come in 1lb (450 – 500g) or 2lb (800g) sizes.
The weight measurement refers to the weight of dough shaped and placed in the tin. You
might want to weigh out pieces of dough before shaping, so that you don’t under or over-
fill the tin. Always grease a tin before using.
 
One last thing – shaping is probably the hardest part of breadmaking to get the hang of, so
persevere! Watch this section of the course carefully and keep practising to get a good
tight shape that will hold its shape in the oven.

Baking
 
Once shaped, the dough should be left to rise for a second time. As with the first rise, time,
temperature and the amount of yeast used will all affect the rise. The yeasted white wheat
flour loaf will take about 45 minutes at 20C. To check if the loaf is ready to bake, lightly oil
or flour a finger and poke the dough. If it springs back quickly and fully, the dough needs
more time to rise. If the indent gradually springs back and not fully back out, the dough is
ready to bake. If the indent remains fully, or the loaf seems to collapse under the pressure,
it is overproved and may collapse on baking. 
 
 



Bread Baking 101 online course resources© The Epsom Bakehouse 2019 

Follow the recipe temperature and times as a guide for baking your loaf. Most simple
breads, containing just flour, water, salt and yeast, are baked at high temperatures, around
220C. This high temperature is required to caramelise the natural sugars present in your
dough, giving the golden brown crust of your bread, and to ensure your bread is cooked
through. High temperatures also promote the Maillard reaction - where amino acids, the
building blocks of proteins, react to produce a deep brown colour in your crust.
 
Be aware that your oven will differ from mine! You might need to turn your loaf round
halfway through, or change it to a lower shelf if your oven has ‘hotspots’ that may overbake
one part of your loaf. 
 
Use steam to help your bread dough rise. Steam will condense on the coldest spot in your
oven – the top of your loaf. This will temporarily stop a crust forming, allowing the dough
to rise as much as possible in the oven. You can create steam in your oven in a couple of
ways. Put a baking tray at the bottom of the oven when you turn it on, then pour a cup of
water into it when you put your dough in to bake. Alternatively, spray the tops of you loaves
with water just before you bake them.
 
You can also use a baking stone to help bake your loaf. The direct heat of a baking stone
will help your dough rise even more in the oven. Ceramic pizza or baking stones are now
fairly widely available. Stones need to be pre-heated in the oven for at least an hour before
baking. Use them when baking a free-form loaf (not in a tin), and carefully slide the dough
onto the stone in the oven – I keep my dough on the baking paper to make the transfer a
little easier. The stone retains heat very well, baking your dough more evenly and
improving the crust.
 
Is your loaf baked? It should have a deep golden-brown crust and the base, when tapped,
should feel thin and taut. The loaf should sound hollow when tapped on the base, though if
you have included lots of nuts, seeds or fruits, this may not be the case even if baked. If the
loaf looks pale and underdone, it probably is. If using a tin, the loaf may look undercooked
or ‘clammy’ when you take it out of the tin. Pop the loaf back in the oven, without the tin,
for 5 minutes to firm up the crust. 
 
Once baked, place your bread on a cooling rack and resist cutting in! The water you
kneaded into the dough will have been heated to steam in the oven, and cutting open your
hot loaf will allow that steam to escape. Your loaf will quickly dry out if so and stale - not so
enjoyable to eat! Leave the dough to cool and re-absorb this moisture. Then cut in and
enjoy the fruits of your labour. 


