What will you need: rimless baking sheet, parchment paper, chef's knife, baking stone, cast-iron skillet, skewer, unbleached bread flour, white rye flour, sea salt
 

GERMAN RYE SOURDOUGH (part 1)
Day 1: Activate the culture
1. Pour 1/4 cup of spring water into a clean, clear 2-quart container and stir in 1/2 cup of organic, stone-ground rye flour until the mixture is fairly smooth. It will be quite thick.

2. Scrape down the sides and cover the container with plastic wrap

3. Let it stand at room temperature (70 to 75 degrees) for 24 hours

Day 2: Observe and feed the culture
1. Uncover the culture and observe any changes; the culture may have risen slightly. It will have a sweet and musty smell and taste mildly tangy.

2. Pour in 1/4 the cup of water and stir it with rubber spatula to loosen it slightly. Add 1/2 cup of rye flour and stir vigorously to oxygenate the culture and blend until smooth. It will be somewhat looser than on the previous day but still quite stiff, like oatmeal.

3. Scrape down the sides and cover the container with plastic wrap.

4. Let the culture stand at room temperature (RT) for 24 hours

Day 3: Observe and feed the culture
1. Uncover the culture; today it will have risen up the sides of the container and may have already fallen. The surface and the sides of your culture will be bubbly.

2. Pour 1/4 cup of water into the container and stir to loosen the sourdough. You will notice short strands of gluten floating through the water. Add 1/2 cup of rye flour and stir vigorously.

3. Scrape down the sides and cover the container with plastic wrap.

4. Let it stand at RT for 24 hours

Days 4 - 10: Test the culture
1. Uncover the container and examine the culture to determine whether it is ripe enough to become a rye sourdough. 

1. By now it will have become a darker gray-brown and expanded dramatically, maybe doubling.

2. It will be spongy looking and filled with small bubbles all the way through.

3. It will smell tangy and acidic, like a combination of overripe apples and moist fall leaves.

4. When you taste it, the acid will sparkle on your tongue.

2. When your culture doesn't show this much activity, don't worry. Repeat the steps from day 3 every 24 hours for up to 6 more days. Use warm water instead of tepid water and make sure to keep your container in warm, draft-free place.

3. If your culture does look ready, repeat the recipe from day 3, but check the culture after only 12 hours.
4. Scrape down the sides and cover the container with plastic wrap.

5. With masking tape, mark the spot on the container that the sourdough will reach when it has doubled in volume. Let it stand at room temperature for 12 hours. You will know you have a strong, healthy sourdough when it almost doubles and it's filled with large and small bubbles after 12 hours.

PS: when you have successfully cultivated a rye sourdough, you must add water and rye flour to it on regular basis to keep it in shape for bread baking. The yeast and bacteria that provide leavening power and great flavor need periodic nourishment. Refresh your dough at least once a week and store it in the fridge when you are not baking. In th cold it will slowly ferment. The 12- to 24- hour time range gives you the flexibility to bake either in the morning or in the evening. Be aware though that the longer the dough ferments the more sour it will be.

Refresh the sourdough
1. Measure 1/4 cup of your culture into a clean 1-quart container and discard the rest

2. Stir in 1/2 cup of water and 1/2 cup of rye flour vigorously with a rubber spatula until the culture is fairly but not perfectly smooth.

3. Scrape down the sides and cover the container with plastic wrap.

4. If you plan to bake, mark the container with masking tape to indicate the level the dough will reach when it doubles in volume

5. Let it stand ant RT for 12 to 24 hours. It is ready when it has expanded to twice its original size and tastes very tangy.

6. If you do not plan to bake within 24 hours, leave the dough at RT for 1 hour and then refrigerate it and refresh it weekly.

When you are ready to bake, measure out what you will need for your recipe, then place 1/4 cup of what is left in a clean container, refresh this portion, and refrigerate it for up to 1 week for use in the future.


TO BAKE THE ACTUAL BREAD (part 2)
 

Mix the dough
1. Pour 1 and 1/4 cup of tepid water into a large mixing bowl 

1. Stir in (using a rubber spatula): 

1. 1 Tsp of active yeast

2. 2 and 1/2 cup of unbleached bread flour (preferably high-gluten)

3. 3/4 cup of white rye flour

4. 1 and 1/2 Tsp of sea salt

2. Stir the mixture vigorously until a dough forms

3. Measure out 3/4 cup of your sourdough (part 1) and pour it over the dough, scraping the measuring cup clean. Work the sourdough into the regular dough

4. Refresh the remaining sourdough and store it in the fridge up to a week

Knead the dough
1. Lightly dust a clean counter with flour

2. Scrape the dough out of the bowl and knead it with smooth, steady strokes for 8 minutes

3. As the rye flour is very sticky, keep your hands floured but resist adding a lot of flour

4. Lightly cover the dough with plastic wrap and let it rest for 10 minutes

5. Remove the plastic and knead again until the dough is smooth and elastic (5 - 7 minutes more)

PS: You can also mix the dough in a bread machine, on medium-low speed for 7 minutes.

Ferment the dough 
1. Transfer the dough to a lightly oiled, clear 2-quart container with a lid.

2. With a masking tape, mark the spot on the container that the dough will reach when it has doubled in volume.

3. Cover and leave it to rise at RT until it reaches the tape mark, 2 to 2 and 1/2 hours.

Divide and shape the loaves
1. Cover a rimless baking sheet with parchment paper and set aside

2. Lightly dust the counter with rye flour

3. Scrape the dough onto the counter and cut it into 2 equal pieces with a chef's knife

4. Shape each piece into a round

Proof the loaves
1. Dust the parchment paper lightly with rye flour and place the loaves on the paper about 3 inches apart, smooth side up.

2. Sift some more rye flour over the loaves, as if you were dusting them with confectioner's sugar

3. Cover them lightly with plastic wrap and leave them at RT until they have inflated and bubbles are visible just bellow the surface (about 1 to 1 and 1/2 hours); when you press a fingertip into the dough it will spring back slowly.

· About 1 hour before baking, place a baking stone on the middle rack of the oven and a cast-iron skillet on the lower rack. Heat the oven to 425 degrees.

· Docking: Use skewer to poke about 20 holes all over the tops of the loaves (they will bake into more dense bread that way)

· Slide the loaves, still on the parchment, onto the baking stone. Place 3/4 cup of ice cubes in the skillet to produce steam (the hard bread crust creates that way).

· Bake until the loaves are ruddy brown, 30 to 40 minutes

· Slide the loaves, still on the parchment paper, onto a wire rack so that cooler air can circulate around them.

· Cool for about 5 minutes and peel off the parchment paper

· Cool them completely on the wire rack for about 1 hour before slicing

Yes, you did it! You read it all!!!



  Here are some of my experiences/notes:

· Since I am lazy and impatient, I didn't run around looking for rye flour and used bread flour only

· I bought the pizza baking stone which means that I could fit only one loaf of bread on it; it turned out great though as I put the other loaf in the fridge for couple of days and baked it later when the first loaf was gone in our bellies :)

· I did not "dock" the second loaf (didn't poke it with holes) and it came out better (the first one turned out too flat for my taste - it looked more like foccaccia bread)

· I kneaded the dough manually

· Despite all of those "imperfections", my bread turned out great (see the picture above)
· For my next batch I am planning on mix in some caraway seed in the dough - that will be an ultra-Czech style bread :-))

