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Named one of the Best Cookbooks of the Year by Food & Wine, The Boston Globe, The Los
Angeles Times, The New York Times, The San Francisco Chronicle, USA Today, The
Washington Post, and more Israeli baking encompasses the influences of so many regions—
Morocco, Yemen, Germany, and Georgia, to name a few—and master baker Uri Scheft
seamlessly marries all of these in his incredible baked goods at his Breads Bakery in New York
City and Lehamim Bakery in Tel Aviv. Nutella-filled babkas, potato and shakshuka focaccia,
and chocolate rugelach are pulled out of the ovens several times an hour for waiting crowds. In
Breaking Breads, Scheft takes the combined influences of his Scandinavian heritage, his
European pastry training, and his Israeli and New York City homes to provide sweet and savory
baking recipes that cover European, Israeli, and Middle Eastern favorites. Scheft sheds new
light on classics like challah, babka, and ciabatta—and provides his creative twists on them as
well, showing how bakers can do the same at home—and introduces his take on Middle
Eastern daily breads like kubaneh and jachnun. The instructions are detailed and the photos
explanatory so that anyone can make Scheft’s Poppy Seed Hamantaschen, Cheese Bourekas,
and Jerusalem Bagels, among other recipes. With several key dough recipes and hundreds of
Israeli-, Middle Eastern–, Eastern European–, Scandinavian-, and Mediterranean-influenced
recipes, this is truly a global baking bible.
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Baker’s PantryThe Baker’s ToolkitAcknowledgmentsIndexconversion chartsIntroductionmy first
love was bread. Or more specifically, the smell of bread. The smell of bread baking in the oven,
the promise of its warmth, its sweetness, its supple crumb that contrasts to the browned,
sometimes shiny-tender, sometimes rough and sharp-edged crust. My mother baked often—
not every day, but enough for me to connect the smell of baking bread with a feeling of pure
happiness. The idea of this beautiful and nourishing loaf made by hand and bringing people
together around a table or even gathered at a kitchen counter to rip off a piece and eat it with
such great enjoyment—to me, this is true love. And so it has become my life’s work to re-create
this feeling of anticipation and pleasure with every loaf and pastry I bake and sell in my
bakeries—and this is the essence of Breaking Breads.My passion for bread extends to a
constant desire both to discover new breads and to revitalize traditional recipes to suit modern
tastes with better-quality ingredients, new fillings, or different shapes. Some of these breads
are ones I have grown up with—like challah and pita. Others, such as kubaneh and lachmajun,
have been introduced to me through love, marriage, friendship, and travel. In turn, I want to
introduce you to concepts, techniques, flavors, and breads that will become your new
favorites.I am Israeli, so there is, of course, a strong Middle Eastern inflection to the recipes in
Breaking Breads. Others are recipes I picked up during my studies as a young baker working in
Denmark, Italy, and France. Still other recipes come from my wife’s family members, who are
Moroccan and Yemenite, from Turkish friends, from a Druze woman who was generous



enough to teach me her family’s secrets for a traditional stuffed flatbread, and from the bakers
I’ve worked with. But all the recipes are filtered through my experiences, and so the result is
something that is close to the original but that is ultimately a reflection of my tastes and my
cultural heritage, which is Jewish, Israeli, and Danish.This is not a book about the true origins
of kubaneh or the history that associates challah with the Jewish people. Many of the breads in
this book—the Jerusalem bagel, burekas, babka, and pita—originated in a region that has
been in flux for thousands upon thousands of years. People have been settling in the region of
Israel for millennia, and now through marriage and travel, it’s not uncommon to have someone
like me, a mishmash of cultures and influences, who is married to a woman, also born in Israel,
with Yemenite and Moroccan parents—and we have a child who was born in the United States,
so she is American, Danish, Israeli, Yemenite, and Moroccan! These are the recipes—a
challah from Israel, a flatbread from Iraq, a cookie from Denmark, a pastry from Lebanon—that
have become a part of our culture and identity as Israelis and as a new-world family. These
breads and pastries reflect how we eat in our daily life.New Israeli Cuisine and Modern Israeli
BakingAs much as New York City is a melting pot, so is Israel. Although more than three-
quarters of the 8-million-plus population is Jewish (which is, incidentally, roughly the same as
the population of New York City), we are also a mix of cultures and cuisines that rivals that of
any metropolitan area. Israel is a demographic hodgepodge of people from Russia, Morocco,
Ethiopia, Germany, South Africa, Lebanon, Yemen, Scandinavia, Bulgaria, Poland, and, of
course, the United States, among many other near and far lands. So it makes sense that our
cuisine is a blend of recipes from many cultures.But something interesting is happening in
Israel—and has been happening over the past twenty years or so. Today Israelis want the food
of their mothers and grandmothers, but also food made with the best ingredients and perhaps
reinterpreted to reflect trends happening in Los Angeles, New York, London, and Barcelona.
Israelis have a deep-rooted hunger for exploration and discovery. We are a nomadic people,
don’t forget, and after serving in the Israeli army, which is mandatory for all eighteen-year-olds,
many Israelis quench their wanderlust by heading to South America, India, Europe, Asia,
Australia, and the United States, and not just for two weeks—sometimes for two years! When
the young generation comes home, they bring with them a passion for new tastes and dishes—
gooey American-style chocolate chip cookies, Sriracha, green juice. Israelis always want to
know what’s new and exciting, especially when it comes to good things to eat!The fusion in
much contemporary Israeli food extends to baking and mirrors my own approach in the kitchen.
This book is not a comprehensive study on the breads of the Middle East. It does embrace the
spirit of discovery, of trying new things and melding them with classic techniques. The spices
and aromas of the Israeli kitchen combine to create dishes and flavors that have recently
captured the attention and adoration of the food world. Yotam Ottolenghi and Sami Tamimi, of
Ottolenghi and Nopi in London, helped to ignite the interest in Israeli food, and chefs like
Michael Solomonov of Zahav in Philadelphia, Einat Admony of Balaboosta in New York City,
and Alon Shaya of Shaya in New Orleans are constantly introducing new flavors and taking
liberties with classic “Israeli” dishes in their restaurants. The result is expats who are shaping
modern Israeli food as much as chefs in Israel are.To me, this is modern Israeli food: It’s taking
the old and infusing it with the new. It’s taking traditions and flavors from all of its people—from
Denmark to Ethiopia, Morocco to Poland—and funneling them through the creative minds of
cooks who are constantly trying to create and conceive of new compositions. It’s dill and cumin,
it’s pomegranate and ricotta, it’s Nutella and pistachios. It’s the most ancient of flatbreads as
well as apple-stuffed, cinnamon-laced strudel.A Modern Israeli BakerMy devotion to bread
began when I was a child. When I was ten years old, my parents decided it was important for



us to better understand Danish culture and our Scandinavian roots. So we moved from
Ra’anana in Israel to Copenhagen. For me, this was a total disaster. In Israel, where we had a
large home with a garden and a swimming pool, surrounded by orange plantations and
strawberry fields, I was free to roam and play. In Denmark we moved into a New York City–
style flat where five of us lived together in a tiny space that didn’t even have a shower. Because
I didn’t have many friends at first, I was home a lot and became interested in cooking and
baking. My natural curiosity for creating began to grow, and I was intrigued by this very
practical way to express myself creatively (and after I was finished, I could eat my
experiments!).Of course I eventually made friends, but I never stopped missing Israel—the
warmth, the busy streets, the sounds, the smells, and the food. I returned for high school and
served in the Israeli army, and afterward studied biology at Tel Aviv University. I earned my
degree, but my heart was still drawn to the kitchen; and in fact, maybe it was my confidence in
science that eventually drew me to baking in particular. There is true chemistry when you
combine yeast with water, flour, and a little salt. There are variables like temperature, humidity,
seasonality, ingredients, and human manipulation. Baking is a very old art, but a very scientific
one too.I returned to Denmark to study baking at Ringsted Tekniske Skole, then went on to
apprentice in bakeries throughout the world: from the oldest and most highly regarded
confectioneries in Copenhagen, Conditori La Glace and Kransekagehuset, where my love for
all things marzipan blossomed, to Aurion Bakery in northern Denmark, where I learned about
baking with biodynamic grains. I learned patisserie at Lenôtre, outside Paris, and I’ve been
lucky enough to call Eric Kayser, of Maison Kayser, a mentor and colleague.As I became a
more experienced baker, I found out that the best way to learn about a bread made in, say,
Italy was actually to go to Italy. To learn about focaccia, I worked alongside multigeneration
Italian bakers from Camogli to discover their secrets. When I wanted to master Turkish
flatbreads, I went to Istanbul to watch women cook them on giant flattops or heated domes
(called a saj oven) outside their homes. Going straight to the source is an experience that can
never be replicated in a book (even mine!). The air, the surroundings, the sounds, the
unguarded and open conversation with local cooks . . . I am so lucky to have experienced these
breads and pastries in their places of origin. I think that if you understand the beginnings and
the evolution of a product, you can play with it in a way that makes sense and give it new life
without losing what made it beautiful in the first place.Eventually it was time for me to open my
own place, where I could showcase the diaspora of breads and traditions that I cared most
about: breads like challah and focaccia, Danish dark rye, and naturally leavened European
sourdough. In 2002, Lehamim Bakery (lehamim means “breads” in Hebrew) was born. Located
in the heart of Tel Aviv near an old greenmarket, the bakery was designed to be open and
bright, so customers could walk in and feel the energy of baking, see the bakers, smell the
bread as it came out of the oven—in some ways replicating the experience I had as a young
boy coming home to my mother’s from-scratch, fresh-baked loaves of challah on Fridays.After
several years during which Lehamim Bakery was growing, creating, and earning the title of Tel
Aviv’s favorite bakery, a regular customer said to me, “Uri, you have to open in New York City!”
It seemed a good fit and a natural city to branch out to (and, I admit, it was a bit of a life goal of
mine, to open a bakery in New York)—a city that is, at its heart, as much of a global melting pot
as Tel Aviv is. Breads Bakery opened just off Union Square in Manhattan in 2013. Strangely,
while I have quite a following in New York for my naturally leavened sourdough, my challah,
and my rye bread, what I’ve become most known for is the chocolate babka, a twist on a home-
style “grandma” (that’s what babka means) cake called a kugelhopf! How funny it is—and how
perfect to reintroduce a very old-fashioned cake in a very new way (my version, on page 74,



has more chocolate and lots of Nutella, and is made with a croissant-like dough). The babka
very much captures the essence of what I do: make space for traditional baked goods in the
modern world, introducing a whole new audience to their deliciousness.The recipes in
Breaking Breads are a celebration of so many traditions: Jewish and Muslim, Middle Eastern
and Scandinavian, North African and Eastern European. These recipes come from me, from
my friends and family, from my staff and team in the bakeries, and from people whose skill and
spirit I respect and admire—whether they are professional bakers or grandmas who have been
using the same recipe for fifty years because that’s the way it’s done (and you don’t f—k with
tradition!). The breads and pastries reflect the hands of so many talented people who create
love and beauty from the humblest ingredients. Each recipe has been created, baked, and
tested in home kitchens. Some are new; others are recipes that were tucked into books or
pockets when families moved across oceans and continents. I hope that throughout this book,
you will find new incentives to get into the kitchen and to break bread with those around your
table, to continue with the old ways and create new ones, too.Baking Bread at Home: A Simple
Explanation from Start to FinishBread baking is an art that goes back millennia to ancient
Egypt, to the first threshing of wheat and the first flatbreads cooked over an open fire. It’s
important to always remember its humble beginnings, at a time before electricity and stand
mixers, when there were no oven thermometers or food processors.I like to say that the only
things you need to bake great bread are flour, yeast, water, salt, and your hands. There is no
reason to allow baking to intimidate you, no reason to not make bread because you don’t have
a mixer or the right pan or a fancy oven. Bread is infinitely forgiving and versatile. As long as
you pay attention to what is happening with the dough—its moisture, its warmth, its vitality—it
will yield wonderful results and will never fail to make you happy when you pull this beautiful
and living thing (Yes! Yeast is alive!) from your oven. You made that! With your hands! Bread is
something to be proud of and to share.Bread BasicsBaking bread can be as complicated or as
simple as you choose to make it. We can talk temperatures and humidity levels and protein
percentages until we turn blue in the face, but my goal is to empower you to just make bread
and not to overthink it. So here is a very simple explanation of what happens when you make
bread and a little bit about the basic building blocks of bread.At its core, when flour is leavened
(with yeast or chemical leaveners) and mixed with liquid (water or milk), what is created is
bread. Of course there are an infinite number of variations within this loose definition, from pita
to focaccia to naturally leavened boules, baguettes, white sandwich bread, doughnuts,
injera . . . the list is endless. What happens with all of them is this: the yeast eats the sugar and
starch in the bread dough, creating alcohol, which contributes flavor (the alcohol burns off
during baking), and generating carbon dioxide, which is trapped in the web of gluten and
gliadin (proteins in flour) and causes the bread to rise and hopefully have very nice holes
throughout the loaf. The balance of protein in the flour, the strength of the flour, the amount of
liquid in the dough, and how much the dough is kneaded all affect how much a dough will rise
and how tight that inner crumb will be.Ingredients and FlavorFlour, water, yeast, and salt.
These four simple ingredients are the foundation for most breads and flatbreads. I prefer a
medium-protein bread flour (about 11.5% protein), but to test the recipes in this book, I used
King Arthur all-purpose flour (11.7%), Heckers, and Ceresota—all available in most
supermarkets.In the bakeries we use fresh cake yeast for flavor and texture, but instant yeast
and active dry yeast work, too. (Blooming ensures that yeast is active and alive. Instant yeast
doesn’t need to be bloomed in water before being used in making the dough, and it’s not
necessary to bloom newly purchased active dry yeast. But if you want to be sure, then bloom
active dry yeast in a little portion of warm water—just subtract about 60 grams or ¼ cup of



warm water from the total amount of water called for in the recipe.)While most bread recipes
call for mixing warm water (usually around 105° to 110°F) with the flour, I use cool room-
temperature water (around 70° to 75°F) because it allows the dough to take a little longer to
rise and thus develop more flavor.Another way to introduce flavor to newly formed dough is to
add an old piece of dough saved from a previous batch. To create this “starter,” knead a 60-
gram (2-ounce) piece of saved dough with 5 grams (1 teaspoon) of fresh yeast or ½ teaspoon
of instant yeast and place it in an airtight container. It will keep in the refrigerator for up to 2
weeks.Realistically, however, not many home bakers have access to an older, nicely soured
piece of dough the way professional bakers do, so a more practical approach is to create a pre-
ferment, also known as a poolish (in French) or a biga (in Italian), in which a small amount of
yeast, water, and flour is mixed to create a very wet sponge and then fermented over 24 hours
in the refrigerator (called “retardation” because the process of fermentation is being slowed
down) before being added to the remaining ingredients. There is also a shorter pre-ferment
process (that takes only 1 hour) in which yeast and water are covered with flour, and then once
the flour cracks on top, the rest of the ingredients are added. Click here for more information
about pre-ferments.MixingI like to say that when you start mixing your dough, stay with it. Get
to know the dough, get your hands in there—your hands will eventually remember the feel of
the dough. It’s almost like you are thinking with your hands rather than with your head. You will
eventually know if the dough needs more water or more flour—every time you bake, you
become more aware of any adjustments to the dough that need to be made.Throughout this
book, ingredients are added to the mixing bowl in a specific order. There is a reason for this:
with bread dough, the yeast and water are always combined in the bowl first, with the flour,
sugar, and finally salt added on top, followed by oil or butter. The dough is usually mixed in a
stand mixer fitted with a bread hook until you can tell that it is coming together nicely—usually
within 1½ to 2 minutes. I like to stop the mixer and get my hand in there, squeezing and feeling
the dough from all angles to see if it is too wet or too dry. If, at the 2-minute mark, the dough
hasn’t come together or is too wet, this is the time to add a small drizzle of water or a few
pinches of flour. (Add extra flour or water later in the process, and you risk those ingredients
not being worked into the dough well enough.)There are so many variables when it comes to
making dough—if the flour is old, it could yield drier dough, so you may need to add water; if
you use a locally milled stone-ground flour, it may react in a different way than a supermarket
brand and you will have to respond to the difference by adjusting the water or flour as you go.
Never walk away from your dough while it is mixing—there are so many changes and small
details to notice . . . not to mention that you don’t want your stand mixer to “walk” away!
KneadingAfter the dough comes together in the mixer, the mixer speed is often increased and
the dough is kneaded mechanically to develop the gluten. Be wary of overwarming the dough—
while using a mixer is a great time- and energy-saver (human energy, not electricity), the
process does tend to warm up the dough, risking “burning” the flour and disempowering the
gluten. If you notice that the dough is becoming too warm during this process (perhaps your
room is very warm or your water or flour was too warm), stop the mixer and lightly flour the top
of the dough; then place the dough in a lightly floured bowl and let it rest, covered, for 30
minutes. During the resting time the yeast is still active and the gluten is being worked—just in
a gentler, more time-consuming way.After kneading the dough in the stand mixer, I always like
to finish kneading it by hand. I knead dough the way I learned from my mother: by stretching,
tearing, and pushing the dough away from me (see photos below), then folding it back on itself,
giving it a quarter turn, and repeating. This is a little different than the traditional method of
kneading the dough from the top down and rocking it back and forth without actually tearing it. I



find that tearing the dough actually develops the gluten more quickly without overheating the
dough (or exhausting your arms), so you end up with better bread. Once the dough begins to
resist, cup your hands around the base of the dough and push and pull it, using your hands to
guide it into a nice round shape. You don’t ever want to fight the dough if it resists and doesn’t
want to be kneaded anymore. If the flour over-oxygenates, the dough will begin to lose flavor
and the bread will be tough.To know when the dough is strong enough to stop kneading, do the
window-pane test: Break off a small piece, dip it in a little flour (to prevent sticking), and slowly
stretch it out paper-thin (see photo below). If it tears before you can see through it, the gluten
isn’t strong enough yet. (You want an elastic dough, so the structure of the crumb is strong
enough to hold the gas released by the yeast, creating air pockets and lightness. If I want
volume in the bread, the gluten has to be strong enough to hold the air in.) If the windowpane
test is successful and the dough can be stretched to a transparent sheet (see photo), then it’s
time to stop kneading and move on to the first rise.Stretching and tearing the doughPushing
the dough awayThe windowpane testRising and ProofingThe dough develops most of its flavor
during the first stage of rising. After the ingredients are mixed, the dough is kneaded and then
set aside, covered, to rise until it has doubled (or nearly doubled). After this point, the dough is
often divided into smaller pieces and shaped into buns, rounds, boules, braided loaves . . .
whatever the recipe indicates. Then the dough goes into the proofing stage—anywhere from 40
minutes to a few hours, depending on the amount of yeast in the recipe, the warmth of the
room, and the temperature of the dough. During proofing the dough truly opens up to develop
lightness and to trap as much gas as possible in the interior. It is critical in this stage to proof
the bread in a somewhat humid, air-sealed environment so it doesn’t dry out. Take care to
always cover rising dough so it doesn’t develop a crust or dry out. If the dough becomes too
dry, the yeast won’t remain active. I like to lightly dust the top of the dough with flour, then
drape a clean kitchen towel over the dough. Or use one of the methods outlined below.Once
you can press a finger gently into the dough and the depression fills in by about halfway, the
dough is ready to be baked (if the depression fills in too quickly, then the dough needs more
time to proof). Another way to tell when the dough is ready is to look at the side of the dough,
between the bottom edge of the shaped loaf and the sheet pan or other surface it is proofing
on. There should be about a 45-degree difference, an “air angle,” if you will, between the side
of the loaf and the board (see photo). If the dough hasn’t relaxed enough during proofing, the
angle will be greater; if the dough has overproofed, there will be hardly any air between the
edge and the board.In professional bakeries, we have walk-in proofers with controlled humidity
and warm temperatures to encourage consistent rising. These are for professional kitchens—
here are some of my favorite ways to build your own proof box:Use a garbage bag: Place one
or more overturned cups at each corner of the sheet pan holding the shaped dough, and then
slide the sheet pan inside an unscented garbage bag. Tie the open end or tuck it under. The
cups prevent the plastic from resting directly on top of the dough so that when the pan is
removed, you don’t risk the dough tearing.Use a cardboard box: Use an X-acto knife to remove
the top portion of a large cardboard box that is big enough to hold the sheet pan and a bowl of
hot water to create humidity. Carefully lower the sheet pan into the box, set the bowl of hot
water inside, and slide the entire contraption into an unscented garbage bag. Tie the bag
closed or tuck the open end under the box, or simply cover the top of the box with another
sheet pan or other tight-fitting “lid.”Use the oven: Just make sure to double-check and remove
the dough from the oven before preheating to bake!The stages of proofing: an underproofed,
proofed, and overproofed doughA well-proofed dough, ready for bakingBakingDuring baking
the dough expands while the crust develops, caramelizes, and browns. Depending on the type



of bread you are baking, you may choose to bake the bread with steam (see below) or without
it. Baking with steam leads to a moister environment in the oven and produces a larger initial
expansion of the dough when it first goes into the hot steamy oven. It also often contributes a
crackly, crisp crust that shatters when you pull the bread apart.A convection oven eliminates
the problem of hot spots in an oven through the use of a fan that circulates the hot air around
the item that is baking. If you want to use the convection option on your oven, decrease the
baking temperature in the recipes by 25°F and the time by 20%. You can add steam when
using a convection oven.Color and timing are the main indicators of when a bread is finished
baking. Some loaves (such as ciabatta) will sound hollow when tapped, while other richer
breads (challah, for example) won’t. Since the tap test can be a bit confusing, I find that the
most reliable method for checking doneness is to follow the visual cues described in the recipe,
to look for even browning, and to keep the timing in mind (remember that some ovens run hot
while others run cool, and this can affect your baking time). Another way to evaluate doneness
is to press on the side of the loaf with your finger to see if it resists light pressure or gives in
easily; but of course this depends on the loaf—a hearty muesli bun will feel firmer than a pain
de mie roll. You can also take the bread’s internal temperature with an instant-read
thermometer—most breads are finished baking at 195°F. Remember that the loaf will continue
baking once it is out of the oven, thanks to carryover heat—the heat trapped within the bread.
At the end of the day, though, baking is about learning by doing, and after a bit of practice you’ll
know when your bread is done.Create Your Own Steam OvenTo bake with steam at home,
simply set a rimmed sheet pan on the bottom of the oven (or the bottom rack if the heating
element of your oven is exposed on the floor of the oven) and let it preheat with the oven. Place
the dough in the preheated oven, quickly pour about ¼ cup of ice water onto the sheet pan,
and close the door. The ice water will create steam when it hits the hot pan.StoringWhen
storing bread, place it in a plastic bag and fold the open end under. If the bread has already
been sliced, wrap the cut end in plastic wrap and then place the whole loaf in a plastic bag. To
freeze bread, wrap the loaf in two layers of plastic wrap, then in a layer of aluminum foil. To
defrost frozen bread, leave the loaf out at room temperature; when it has thawed, remove the
foil and plastic wrap and rewrap in foil. If you don’t have time to defrost the bread first, place the
foil-wrapped loaf (remember to remove the plastic wrap!) in a warm oven for 8 to 10 minutes,
removing the foil for the last minute or two to crisp the crust.A Few Notes, Tips, and
TricksThese insider tips will help as you follow the recipes in this book.Batch Size and
Increasing/Decreasing Batches Like a BakerYou’ll notice that many recipes yield two or three
loaves, or even more (for example, the focaccia and lachmajun recipes). When making dough
in a stand mixer, small amounts of ingredients don’t get handled as efficiently as larger
amounts. So for best results, make the bread as described and share it with your family and
friends or freeze some for later.If you need to increase a batch of dough, use the weight of the
flour in the recipe as your 100% benchmark. So if a recipe calls for 800 grams of flour and you
want to increase it to an even, simple 1 kilo (1,000 grams), multiply the amount you want to
increase it to (1,000 grams) by 100, to yield 100,000. Then divide 100,000 by 800 grams (the
original amount of flour, your 100% benchmark) to get 125. Finally, divide 125 by 100 to get
1.25—multiply all ingredients by 1.25 to get the new measurements. For example, if the recipe
originally called for 25 grams of yeast, you multiply 25 grams by 1.25 to get 31.25 grams, which
is the new amount of yeast (in grams) that you need to use in the enlarged recipe.Calculation
based on 800 grams flour (100%)based on 800 grams flour (100%)800 grams = original
amount1,000 grams = amount you want to increase to100 × 1,000 = 100,000 ÷ 800 = 125125
÷ 100 = 1.25multiply all ingredient quantities by 1.25 to get new amountsBefore You Begin:



Read, Weigh, PrepareFor me, this is a metaphor for living: Read the recipe before you begin.
Read the ingredients list, reread the instructions, weigh all your ingredients, and get everything
in order so you can follow the recipe exactly. I use a digital gram scale because it is more
accurate than cup measures, meaning that your dough will be consistent from batch to batch.I
also like to have all my refrigerated ingredients at room temperature before beginning—room-
temperature eggs beat with more volume; room-temperature butter creams more easily. For
butter, you can microwave it in 10-second increments, checking it often, until it isn’t cold but
hasn’t started to soften too much and become greasy.Work CleanInvest in a bench scraper or
dough scraper to remove excess flour and bits of dough from your work surface before
sponging it off. If you start with a wet sponge, you’ll end up with a floury, pasty mess. Keep a
trash bag handy next to the counter or in the sink, or use a large bowl that you can wipe the
garbage into. Keep everything clean and organized while you work.Flour: SiftingWhen flour is
oxygenated, it allows for better gluten development, and the gluten can trap more air in the loaf.
I’ve taken the same ingredients and made the same bread, proofed and baked the same way,
but used sifted flour in one loaf and unsifted flour in the other. In the sifted loaf I got 10 to 15%
more volume compared to the unsifted one!Flour: converting all-purpose to whole wheatYou
can also substitute up to 50% of the white flour in a recipe with whole wheat or spelt flour. You
will have to add about 50 grams (3 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon) more water to the dough to
account for the heartier flour.Don’t Be Shy with the Add-insMy general rule of thumb when
adding chocolate, seeds, nuts, dried fruits, or grains to bread is to weigh the dough, then add
20% of the weight in extra goodies. Now, for some goodies, you will need to add extra water to
account for the absorbent properties of the add-ins—this is true for ingredients like quinoa and
flaxseeds. Other extras, like sautéed onion and olives, actually add moisture to the dough, so
you might need to reduce some liquid in the recipe. This is definitely a key point to consider
when mixing the dough. In addition, always make sure you get all the extra ingredients out from
the bowl or measuring cup. What is left in the cup could be 10% of the volume—the goodies
really do matter! Get it all in there!Remember: You Control the Dough, Not the Other Way
AroundA good baker knows how to respond to a changing environment, whether that means
reacting to a dry dough or slowing down or speeding up fermentation to develop more flavor or
to bake off bread quicker. When dealing with yeast, remember that you are working with living
creatures—similar to working with the bacteria in cheese or the yeast in wine. You are using
these specific bacteria to create a chemical reaction in water and flour to make bread. These
small microbes are greatly influenced by temperature, and learning how to control a dough by
controlling the temperature of various ingredients or conditions is one of the best ways to
manage your baking.• If you want to prolong fermentation and create more flavor and aroma,
use ice water instead of cool room-temperature water in the dough. This will slow down the
activity of the yeast—slower fermentation creates more flavor nuance.• You can also retard
some doughs in the refrigerator to slow the process of rising and develop more flavor. Simply
cover the bowl the dough is in with plastic wrap and refrigerate for up to 1 day.• On the other
hand, if you need to have a loaf of fresh bread fast, use warm water in the dough to speed up
the rising process, and proof it in a warm environment.How to Use Breaking BreadsRead the
recipe through before baking, making sure you have not only all the ingredients you’ll need but
also the time that is required to complete it (some recipes take only an an hour while others
stretch over several days). Measure out and get all of your ingredients assembled (this is called
mise en place), and then follow the recipe exactly for at least the first few times you make it.
Once you master a recipe and understand how the bread dough should look and feel during
each step of the process, you can take creative license and make it your own by using different



types of flours, substituting or adding ingredients, and shaping the dough the way you like.
While the method of making the dough is strict, once you have the dough, you can play and
manipulate.ChallahChallahChallah RollsBlack Tie ChallahÉpi Black Tie ChallahCrazy and
Festive ChallahWhole Wheat and Flax ChallahChocolate and Orange Confit ChallahMarzipan
ChallahSticky Pull-Apart Cinnamon Challah BraidSticky Cinnamon Challah SnailsChallah
Falafel RollsWhen I was a boy, every Friday for Shabbat my mother, who taught kindergarten
from our home in Israel, baked challah with the schoolchildren. The rich and sweet smell of
Friday challah is to Israelis what the smell of pumpkin pie is to Americans at Thanksgiving—
except that our celebration of family and friendship comes together at the table each Friday
before sunset, instead of just once a year.This simple ritual of baking the challah and the
pleasure that the children experienced upon holding the warm loaf fresh from the oven . . . well,
it’s a love story to me. I fell in love with the warm yeasty fragrance that filled our home. I fell in
love with the feeling of excitement that each Friday brought, knowing that when I opened the
door after coming home from school, this intoxicating, homey, beautiful smell would greet me.
That fragrance was the marker of something delicious, as well as the human connection that is
sparked when you share something made with love.Challah is, at its essence, a bread meant
for occasions: religious ones, holidays, weddings, and celebrations. In religious Jewish
communities, it is the bread served on the dinner table for Shabbat. The head of the table says
a blessing over the bread before ripping it by hand and passing each person his or her own
piece. Made with what were once considered expensive ingredients like eggs and sugar,
challah is a lightly sweet and very tender bread that pulls apart into long cottony strands. The
way challah is shaped makes it special too. It is no ordinary loaf or boule: the dough is braided.
The three-strand braided challah is an entry-level challah; shaping it is no more difficult than
braiding a young girl’s hair. Once you master that, try playing with the dough and see where
you end up! I like to break with tradition and use challah dough as a way to express my
creativity, which you’ll see in the wide variety of shapes that can be made from this forgiving
and easy-to-work-with dough. Even the ingredients you can add to it are limitless—from
chocolate and candied orange peel to nuts, seeds, herbs, and marzipan; challah can be a
canvas for expressing your creativity.By nature I am a curious baker; I travel and take note of
all the different ways of shaping and flavoring bread. Though challah is classically considered
an Eastern European Jewish (Ashkenazi) bread, I have seen versions of challah baked on the
island of Djerba in Tunisia and in Poland, Colombia, and different Jewish communities in Israel
and Morocco. I have fashioned loaves inspired by ancient Roman art and texts depicting
Jewish people baking a small tin to hold salt or honey into the center of the challah for dipping
(see photos, pages 38–41). This inspired my festive challahs: I add hummus, chopped liver, or
honey to the bowl, turning the challah into an edible serving vessel as well as a table
centerpiece.Challah can be a playground for your imagination as a baker. But follow the recipe
first! Get to know the method. Like a musician who studies classical piano before exploring
interpretive jazz, you will find that the fundamentals and techniques are important. Most people
think of baking as a science that is all about precision—which it is, in part—but really, once you
get to know a dough, you can break free from the structure to create new shapes and flavors
that inspire you.ChallahMakes 3 loaves, or 2 loaves and 10 rolls (1.75 kilos / 3½ pounds of
dough)Why make one challah when you can make three? Many of the recipes in this book
produce more than one loaf of bread or babka because the result you get when mixing a large
batch of dough is actually much better than what you get when making a small batch. With a
good amount of dough in the bowl, it is easier for the mixer to do its job and properly knead it.
Challah freezes beautifully—you can freeze a loaf whole, or slice it and then freeze it for toast



or French toast. Or have one loaf for dinner or breakfast, and give the other loaf to a friend or
someone close to your heart. The offer of fresh-baked bread is a beautiful gesture that is better
than any bottle of wine or store-bought hostess gift.DoughCool room-temperature water400
grams (1!T cups)Fresh yeast40 grams (3 tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons)or active dry yeast15
grams (1 tablespoon plus 1¾ teaspoons)All-purpose flour (sifted, 11.7%)1 kilo (7 cups), plus
extra for shapingLarge eggs2Granulated sugar100 grams (½ cup)Fine salt15 grams (1
tablespoon)Sunflower oil or canola oil or unsalted butter (at room temperature)75 grams (5
tablespoons)Egg Wash and toppingLarge egg1Water1 tablespoonFine saltPinchNigella, poppy,
or sesame seeds (or a combination)90 grams (!T cup)1 Make the dough: Pour the cool water into
the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the bread hook. Crumble the yeast into the water and use
your fingers to rub and dissolve it; if using active dry yeast, whisk the yeast into the water. Add
the flour, eggs, sugar, salt, and oil.2 Mix the dough on low speed to combine the ingredients,
stopping the mixer if the dough climbs up the hook or if you need to work in dry ingredients that
have settled on the bottom of the bowl. Scrape the bottom and sides of the bowl as needed. It
should take about 2 minutes for the dough to come together. If there are lots of dry bits in the
bottom of the bowl that just aren’t getting worked in, add a tablespoon or two of water. On the
other hand, if the dough looks softer than in the photo, add a few pinches of flour.Note:
Eventually you’ll be able to feel the dough and know if you need to add water or flour; it’s
always better to adjust the ratios when the dough is first coming together at the beginning of
mixing rather than wait until the end of the kneading process, since it takes longer for
ingredient additions to get worked into the dough mass at this later point and you risk
overworking the dough.3 Increase the speed to medium and knead until a smooth dough
forms, about 4 minutes. You want the dough to be a bit firm.4 �Stretch and fold the dough: Lightly 
dust your work surface with a little flour, and use a dough scraper to transfer the dough from
the mixing bowl to the floured surface. Use your palms to push and tear the top of the dough
away from you in one stroke, and then fold that section onto the middle of the dough. Give the
dough a quarter turn and repeat the push/tear/fold process for about 1 minute. Then push and
pull the dough against the work surface to round it into a ball (see photos).5 Let the dough rise:
Lightly dust a bowl with flour, add the dough, sprinkle just a little flour on top of the dough, and
cover the bowl with plastic wrap. Set the bowl aside at room temperature until the dough has
risen by about 70%, about 40 minutes (this will depend on how warm your room is—when the
dough proofs in a warmer room it will take less time than in a cooler room).6 Divide the dough:
Use a plastic dough scraper to gently lift the dough out of the bowl and transfer it to a lightly
floured work surface (take care not to press out the trapped gas in the dough). Gently pull the
dough into a rectangular shape. Use a bench scraper or a chef’s knife to divide the dough into
3 equal horizontal strips (you can use a kitchen scale to weigh each piece if you want to be
exact). Then divide each piece into 3 smaller equal parts crosswise so you end up with a total
of 9 pieces. (If you plan on making 2 challah loaves and 10 rolls, leave 1 large piece intact and
see instructions on shaping rolls with that piece.)Note: It is best not to have an overly floured
work surface when rolling dough into cylinders, since the flour makes it hard for the dough to
gain enough traction to be shaped into a rope.7 Shape the dough: Set a piece of dough
lengthwise on your work surface. Use the palm of your hand to flatten the dough into a flat
rectangle; then fold the top portion over and use your palm to press the edge into the flat part
of the dough. Fold and press 3 more times—the dough will end up as a cylinder about 7 inches
long. Set this piece aside and repeat with the other 8 pieces.8 Return to the first piece of dough
and use both hands to roll the cylinder back and forth to form a long rope, pressing down lightly
when you get to the ends of the rope so they are flattened. The rope should be about 14 inches



long with tapered ends (see photo). Repeat with the remaining 8 cylinders. Lightly flour the
long ropes (this allows for the strands of the braid to stay somewhat separate during baking;
otherwise, they’d fuse together).9 Pinch the ends of 3 ropes together at the top (you can place
a weight on top of the ends to hold them in place) and lightly flour the dough. Braid the dough,
lifting each piece up and over so the braid is more stacked than it is long; you also want it to be
fatter and taller in the middle, and more tapered at the ends. When you get to the end of the
ropes and there is nothing left to braid, use your palm to press and seal the ends together.
Repeat with the remaining 6 ropes, creating 3 braided challahs. Place the challahs on
parchment paper–lined rimmed sheet pans, cover them with a kitchen towel (or place them
inside an unscented plastic bag), and set them aside in a warm, draft-free spot to rise until the
loaves have doubled in volume, about 40 minutes (depending on how warm the room is).10
Adjust the oven racks to the upper-middle and lower-middle positions and preheat the oven to
425°F.11 Test the dough: Once the challah loaves have roughly doubled in size, do the press
test: Press your finger lightly into the dough, remove it, and see if the depression fills in by half.
If the depression fills back in quickly and completely, the dough needs more time to rise; if you
press the dough and it slightly deflates, the dough has overproofed and will be heavier and
less airy after baking.12 Bake the loaves: Make the egg wash by mixing the egg, water, and salt
together in a small bowl. Gently brush the entire surface of the loaves with egg wash, taking
care not to let it pool in the creases of the braids. You want a nice thin coating. Generously
sprinkle the loaves with the seeds.Note: At the bakery, we dip the egg-washed dough facedown
into a large tray of seeds and then roll it from side to side to heavily coat the bread. If you just
sprinkle a few pinches over the top, it won’t look very generous or appealing after the bread
has expanded and baked, so be generous with the seeds whether sprinkling or rolling.13 Bake
for 15 minutes. Rotate the bottom sheet pan to the top and the top sheet pan to the bottom
(turning each sheet around as you go), and bake until the loaves are golden brown, about 10
minutes longer. Remove the loaves from the oven and set them aside to cool completely on the
sheet pans.Oil or Butter?At both Lehamim Bakery in Tel Aviv and Breads Bakery in New York
City, the challahs are made with vegetable or sunflower oil so that my kosher customers can
bring home a loaf and serve it alongside meat. (In kosher tradition, you do not serve meat and
dairy together.) You can also make challah with butter. I think the flavor is much richer and the
crumb a little more tender—but really it’s a personal preference, so choose what you like.Three
Important Tips for ChallahWhen you break into a loaf of challah, it should pull apart almost like
cotton candy coming off the paper cone. There is a soft and tender threadlike quality to the
crumb of well-kneaded challah. It is layered with sheets of tender gluten, so it can be almost
unraveled rather than broken apart like a loaf of sandwich bread. There are three ways to
achieve this:1. Underknead. Slightly underknead the dough so it is not worked to the gluten’s
full potential. With most dough, you want to be able to stretch a small corner to a thin sheet
without it tearing (this is called the windowpane test). With challah, you don’t want the gluten to
get that strong—so knead it only as instructed.2. Underproof. Slightly underproof the challah,
meaning that when you press a finger into the rising dough, the depression that’s left fills in
about halfway. If the depression remains after you remove your finger, the challah is
overproofed.3. Use high heat to seal in moisture. Bake the challah in a hot oven to get the crust
to form fast. A nice crust seals in moisture so the interior crumb is delicate and supple and
doesn’t dry out. You don’t want challah to have a hearty, thick, and crisp crust—you just want
the crust to be substantial enough to lock in moisture during baking but soft enough to easily
rip by hand when eating.The Symbolism of ChallahThere is a lot of folklore and symbolism
behind challah, especially in the braiding (and let it be known that, stories aside, I think the



braids make challah look beautiful and worthy of a holiday table). Some people say the braids
mean unity and love because they look like arms intertwining. Three-strand braids also are
said to symbolize truth, peace, and justice; round loaves that have no beginning or ending
symbolize continuity or a complete year (which is why many people bake round loaves for
Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year). But mainly I think braided challah just looks special—it
distinguishes challah from regular bread and marks it as special enough for the Shabbat table.
There are many ways to make your challah stand out. Turn to pages 40 and 41 for ideas and
inspiration.Challah RollsMakes 10 rolls (from 500 grams / 1 pound 1 ounce of dough)As a child
I found it impossible to smell the baking challah and then have to wait to eat it. So my mother
took pity on me and would turn some of the dough into rolls—meaning I could rip into a roll
right away without damaging her loaf of challah, which was destined for the dinner table. I keep
the same tradition when I bake challah. Here, I take one-third of the challah dough to turn into
small rolls. You can shape them into traditional knots or form them into mini braids, leaving
them long or pressing the ends of the braid together to create a circle.1 As described in step 6
of the Challah recipe, the challah dough is divided into 3 large pieces. Use 2 of those pieces to
make challah loaves. On a lightly floured surface, press the remaining piece into a rectangle
with a long side facing you. Using a bench knife or a chef’s knife, divide the dough vertically
into 10 equal strips. Follow the instructions in step 7 of the Challah recipe, to flatten, fold, and
press each piece into a cylinder shape (albeit a much smaller cylinder). Then roll each one into
a long rope and tie it into a knot shape, knuckling the end through the center to create a little
“button.” Set the rolls on a parchment paper–lined sheet pan, cover them with a kitchen towel,
and set aside in a warm, draft-free spot to rise until they have doubled in volume, 30 to 40
minutes (depending on how warm the room is).2 Preheat the oven to 425°F.3 Brush the rolls
with the egg wash (see Note), sprinkle with seeds (if using), and bake until they are golden
brown, 7 to 10 minutes. Transfer the baked challah rolls to a wire rack where they can cool (if
you can stand to wait that long!).Black Tie ChallahMakes 1 loaf (580 grams / 1 pound 4 ounces
of dough)This challah has a thin raised braid running lengthwise on top of the braided dough.
My mother makes challah this way when she wants the bread to look extra special. Here I
make it even more striking by coating the thin braid in nigella seeds (black sesame seeds work
too); then I coat the sides of the challah loaf in white sesame seeds so the starkness of the
black nigella braid stands out.1 After dividing the challah dough into three 550-gram (1 pound 1
ounce) pieces as described in step 6 of the Challah recipe, take about 50 grams (1¾ ounces)
from one piece of dough and set it aside. Divide the resulting 500-gram (17-ounce) piece of
dough into 3 smaller pieces, and flatten, fold, and roll each piece into a rope with tapered
edges, as described in steps 7 and 8 of the Challah recipe. Repeat this process with the 50-
gram (1¾-ounce) piece of dough, dividing it into thirds, flattening, folding, and pressing each
piece into a cylinder, and then rolling them into thin ropes about 12 inches in length. Set all the
pieces aside, covered, to rest for a few minutes. Then stretch each of these thin ropes until it is
about 20 inches long, lightly flour each piece, and braid them. Follow the instructions to braid
the 3 larger ropes of dough into a challah loaf.2 Make the egg wash (see Note) and set it aside.
On a piece of parchment paper, spread about 1 cup of nigella seeds in a long, thin strip. Brush
the skinny braid with egg wash, then dip the braid, sticky-side down, in the nigella seeds to
evenly coat it. Brush the larger braid with egg wash, and then set the long nigella-coated braid
right down the middle of the larger loaf. You can pinch the ends together and then tuck them
under, but I like to just gently press them onto the end of the loaf and leave them somewhat
loose (the “loose ends” fan out as they bake, giving people something to talk about!).
Generously coat the sides of the large challah with white sesame seeds. Follow the rising



instructions in step 9 of the Challah recipe, and then bake.VariationsÉpi Black Tie ChallahÉpi
is the word the French use to describe the flower of a wheat stalk. In a pain d’Épi the shaped
baguette dough is snipped or slashed at intervals and the resulting sections are turned left and
right to create the classic “tear apart” loaf (I use the same technique in the cinnamon challah
and for the pistachio and marzipan rugelach). Essentially, each Épi can be pulled off, producing
a perfect dinner-roll piece—no slicing required. I turn a challah braid into an Épi in the same
way—however, when placed on top of the challah, it is purely decorative. (See The Baker's
Toolkit for information on the bowls I use.)Crazy and Festive ChallahMaking bread doesn’t
have to be serious or scary. Follow the recipe, weigh out the ingredients, learn the dough, then
be like a jazz musician and take the bread on your journey, wherever that road leads. I am
inspired by shapes and like to play with dough. Sometimes I leave the ends of the challah
loose like fingers on a hand (like the hamsa, a famous good-luck symbol); sometimes I overlay
other twists of challah on top of the dough to create an almost Medusa-like shape that is at
once otherworldly and completely organic. Play with the dough. Leave the ends open, or twist
instead of braid. Try different seeds—pumpkin seeds, nigella seeds, black sesame seeds,
sunflower seeds. Bake a bowl into the bread (an oven-safe bowl, of course), or bake three
bowls into it!While you’re shaping the bread, remember not to weave the strands or shapes too
tightly—make sure you leave enough room for the dough to expand during the proofing stage.
Also remember to flour all the individual pieces before braiding so the strands remain separate
during baking. A fine dusting is all it takes. This really helps the final shape stand out.Note:
When egg-washing the challah, do so with a light hand— no one wants a pocket of scrambled
egg in their challah braid! I like to apply the egg wash from one direction and then turn the
sheet pan around to brush in the other direction as well, so I am sure to evenly coat all of the
surfaces. A spray bottle works fantastically too—it applies an even spritz without the risk of
tearing or marring the dough (which has proofed, meaning there is air captured inside the loaf,
so you do need to use a delicate touch).
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pandajama, “Know what you are getting. Most commenters thus far seem a little bit in awe of
the beauty of this book, and it is indeed beautiful, but personally, I'm getting tired of the memoir/
cookbook/gorgeous photo thing. I look for a book with clear instructions, impeccable
proofreading, and interesting recipes.This book mostly supplies those things. But be warned,
most of these recipes not only call for but apparently require the use of a stand mixer -- if you
don't have one that can handle stiff doughs, don't buy the book. I also found his instructions to
be on the skimpy side. Note there is no instruction for the bread on the cover; he only includes
a single, simple style of braiding in the book. It's easy to figure out, but I suspect the ring
requires more dough, longer braids, and at least possibly a longer baking time. I'd like to be
told that rather than have to wonder and experiment myself -- especially for the bread that
graces the cover.I am also a little bewildered by some of the proofing times. He says his dough
should increase in size by 70 percent after a forty minute proof in a "warm kitchen." Honestly, I
think the kitchen would have to be in the upper 90s to achieve that kind of proof, if even then.
He does not give temperatures in any event, instead instructing the reader to use "cool" water
for example. This is not a huge problem for experienced bakers, but I think he could have given
some time/temperature starting points.There also are not a large number of bread recipes,
only a few; the remainder is sweets and savory pastries. That's fine, but it is advertised as a
bread book and I was hoping for a bit more variety than it offers in that regard.In sum, if all you
are looking for is challah, you can find that in many places, including the Internet. If you are
looking for a variety of Israeli/Middle Eastern/Jewish flatbreads, don't expect a lot of that here.
If you want precise instructions, those aren't here either. If you don't have a stand mixer and
aren't about to get one, this book will be of no use to you. But as an introduction to challah and
a manual of other sweet and savory baked items, it's pretty good.”

Y, “Must have for any home and professional baker. One of the best baking books that I saw. If
you love Mediterranean baking this book is for you, but it contains much more than that.from
classic French and Italian through most of the Israeli breads, this book has it allit explain
perfectly the process, when needed there are additional pictures.The measurements are in
both grams and cupsUri Scheft is a very well known baker (has very successful bakery in
NYC)”

Severn Bites, “Heavenly bread recipes. I am enjoying this book so much! The recipes are easy
to follow and come out well. His signature babka recipe is shared together with many more. Try



a challah or a savoury hamantaschen. The authors tips on each recipe should be read first to
ensure a really successful bake. Recommended with bread bakers with some knowledge”

Dayo Oluwole, “One of the best books on bread!. This book is more than about Jewish bread!
So much wisdom and experience sharing for the home baker! Well written with incredible
images and lots of interesting anecdotes.”

Sonya, “One of the best cookbooks I've bought.. Excellent book, mouthwatering pictures, easy
to follow instructions, no nonsense ingredients and great results!”

Essi, “Full of delicious recipes!. Very good book with great pictures! I still didn't try any recipes,
but can't wait to try them! There is also some basic bread recipes. Recipes looks interesting
and delicious. I can recommend this book!”

The book by Uri Scheft has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 246 people have provided feedback.
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