Current Favorite (Best by Far) French Bread
Makes two 11-ounce baguettes
adapted from these websites:
www.kingarthurflour.com


http://steamykitchen.wordpress.com/2007/04/18/baking-the-perfect-loaf-of-french-bread/


Perfect Recipe by Pamela Anderson (2001)


http://herbsaint.wordpress.com/category/breads/
A poolish is a pre-mixed “starter” of flour, water and a touch of yeast.  Stirred together about 12–16 hours before the remainder of the dough, the organic acids and alcohol produced by the growing yeast do wonders for both the bread’s taste and its texture.

THE POOLISH (STARTER)

1 1/4 cups (5 1/4 oz.) unbleached all-purpose flour

2/3 cup (5 1/4 oz.) cool (approximately 60° F) water

1/8 tsp. instant yeast OR 1/8 tsp. active dry yeast dissolved in 1 tsp. water

BAGUETTE DOUGH

2 1/2 cups (10 1/2 oz.) unbleached all-purpose flour

1 1/2 tsp. instant yeast OR 2 tsp. active dry yeast dissolved in 1 tbsp. water

2 tsp. (3/8 ounce) salt

All of the poolish

2/3 cup (5 1/4 oz.) cool (approximately 60°F) water

For the poolish:  Combine flour, water, and yeast and mix just until blended in a medium bowl.  Let it rise for 12 hours or so.  It should dome slightly on top, and look aerated and goopy.  Try to catch it before it starts to fall, as it will be at its optimum flavor and vigor when it’s at its highest point.  On the other hand, if the starter is either pre- or post-prime, it will work just fine.  When you first mix the poolish, it’ll look like a slack (wet) dough.  Twelve to 16 hours later, it will have expanded and become bubbly, like a pancake batter that’s been on the griddle long enough so that the top is riddled with bubbles and holes.

Mixing the dough:  Place flour, yeast, and salt in the bowl of an electric mixer.  Add poolish and water and mix the dough with the paddle until it just becomes cohesive, about 30 seconds (it’s OK if there’s still flour in the bottom of the bowl).  Let the dough rest, covered, for 20 minutes.  This resting period allows the flour to absorb the liquid, which will make kneading much easier.

Kneading the dough:  Knead the dough with the dough hook for 2 to 3 minutes on speed 2, until it’s cohesive and elastic, but not perfectly smooth; the surface should still exhibit some roughness.  While it will shape itself into a ball, it won’t have the characteristic “baby’s bottom” smoothness of fully-kneaded dough.  This dough is not kneaded “all the way,” only long enough to achieve a cohesive-yet-rough texture.  The dough will be given a nice, long rise, and during that rising time the gluten will continue to develop.  If the dough was kneaded fully before rising, the gluten would become unpleasantly stiff during the long rise.

Let the dough rise.  Transfer the dough to a lightly oiled bowl; cover and let it rise for 2 hours, folding it over after the first hour (this folding helps strengthen the gluten).  To fold the dough, lift it up, slightly out of the bowl, gently deflate it, fold it in half, and place it back in the bowl.  This expels excess carbon dioxide, and redistributes the yeast’s food.

Shaping the loaves:  After 2 hours or so, transfer the dough to a lightly oiled work surface.  Divide it into two pieces (scaling to insure equal weight), and gently pre-form them into rough logs.  Let them rest for 20 minutes, then shape them into long (13- to 14-inch), thin baguettes, as follows:  Shape one half at a time (keep the other piece under wraps).  Pick up the dough; press and stretch it out until it forms a big rectangle, about 14 x 5 inches.  Fold the long ends into the middle, like an envelope, pinching to seal after each fold.  With side of hand, do a little "karate chop" lengthwise down the middle of the bread, and pinch dough together on both sides of the "trough" to form a tight cylinder.  Repeat with remaining piece of dough.  Transfer the shaped baguettes, seam side down, to a parchment-lined baking sheet (without edges – or use a pizza peel, or a baguette pan).  Cover the loaves with a barely damp, lightweight kitchen towel.

Let the loaves rise:  Let loaves rise until almost doubled in size, about 45-90 minutes, depending on room temperature.  During this final rise, preheat the oven and baking stone to 450° F.  If you don’t have a baking stone, that’s OK; baguettes baked on a stone will have a slightly crispier crust.  Note that UNGLAZED quarry tiles also work as a baking stone.  A few minutes before scoring (see below) and baking the loaves, put a small, oven-proof pan on the bottom shelf to preheat.  Fill a clean plastic spray bottle with hot water.

Scoring the loaves:  Just before putting the loaves into the oven, lightly brush with cornstarch glaze (see below).  Immediately after glazing, use a razor blade or sharp serrated knife to gently make 3 diagonal cuts in each loaf.  These cuts should angle into the dough at about a 45° angle (in other words, don’t cut straight down), and should be a good 1/4-inch deep.  Each cut should begin a bit above the end of the previous cut.  Be gentle, but quick; if you hesitate and drag your blade or knife through the dough, it’ll stick rather than cut.

Baking the baguettes:  Reduce oven temperature to 425° F.  Open the oven door and quickly pour 1 cup boiling water into the hot pan on the bottom shelf, taking care to avoid being burned by the blast of steam that will instantly arise.  Slide loaves—and parchment paper—from the peel (or baking sheet) onto pizza stone (or tiles).  Or put the baking sheet or baguette pan directly on the shelf.  Open the door and, with a sprayer of hot water, mist/spritz the oven walls briefly with water (it's fine to get some on the loaves of bread).  Repeat twice more, every 3 minutes.

After 10 minutes of baking, turn the baguettes around 180 degrees to ensure even baking, and remove the parchment paper.  Bake for 10 more minutes, then turn the loaves around again and exchange positions.  Let them bake for 5-10 minutes more (total of 25-30 minutes).  Start watching for a deep golden brown color after 20 total minutes have elapsed.  Use an instant-read thermometer and bake until the center of the loaves registers 195-205° F.  Take the loaves out and let them cool on a rack for 45-60 minutes.

For leftovers:   Place completely cool loaves in a long paper bag, or a plastic bag with the end left open; avoid storing them in plastic wrap.  To reheat before serving, wrap gently in aluminum foil, and place in a 350°F oven for 10–12 minutes, until they’re heated through and crisp.  Bread can be frozen in zip-lock bag or foil (up to a month).  Reheat in a 350°F oven for 15+ minutes if frozen.

CORNSTARCH GLAZE FOR BREAD:  Combine 1 teaspoon cornstarch and 1 teaspoon cold water; gradually add 1/2 cup boiling water (from the microwave).  Stir until smooth.  Cool slightly.
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