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Alison Boulton rediscovers
the art of bread making at
a small village bakery,
where the owners want

to pass on their skills
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isit the picturesque village of
Wolvercote, bordering the
ancient green sweep of Port
Meadow, and you might just get
a whiff of home-baked bread as
you stroll past The Post Box, the village
shop.

Many residents can hardly get their slippers
on fast enough in the Saturday morning dash to
get their bread, still warm from the oven. Push
open the door of the shop and there they are,
cooling on the counter — tiger striped rye,
heart dusted softest white, seed-crusted
granary, and great discs of crunchy sourdough.

These are the organic products of possibly
the world's smallest bakery, Love Loaves,
located five minutes away from its throng of
enthusiastic customers.

Love Loaves founders, Croatian Dragan
Matijevic (also a skilled magician in his spare
time), and his wife, Penny Williams believe in
sharing their philosophy of breadmaking,

Inspired by Gandhi’s belief in simple s
elf-sufficiency, they not only supply the village
from their tiny one-up, one down cottage and
outhouse bakery. but also believe all ages can
learn the basic skills of breadmaking.

Every week day morning, their kitchen hosts
four hour hands-on workshops.

“Why don't you join us?” Dragan said when I
talked to him.
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So I set off to learn, winding my way behind
a row of cottages to enter a world of fresh yeast,
scrubbed surfaces, and bowls covered by crisp
white teacloths.

Coffee was brewing, and as I arrived, two
fellow students, Rose Davis, a young mother
caring for two young children at home, and
Rev Tony Humpbhries, a vicar from a northern
parish who worked at a bakery in his youth,
were already forearm deep in fine flour,
weighing each ingredient on an individual
balance, and pouring filtered water from a
calibrated jug.

“We do not drink unfiltered water, so why
would we add it to our bread?” Dragan said.
“We are trying to source the best possible
organic ingredients, and believe me, it will be
worth it. The taste is sensational.”

Penny explained that most commercial non-
organic flour contains impurities such as chalk.

“All our flour is 100 per cent organic,
sourced from Shipton Mill,” she said. “When
we first visited the Mill, we could not believe
how much trouble they took to let us try their
range, alter quantities according to our needs,
and suggest possible choices, all at the
consistent quality we are looking for.”

While Tony and Rose decided what to add to
their rye bread — nuts, seeds, or dried fruit.

Continued on page 97
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Penny explained that current availability in
the UK limits their ability to include only
organic ingredients. Figs for example do not yet
qualify, but they are working on it, and hope
with the rise of interest in real bread, organic
ingredients will become widespread.

Now it is my turn to join in. We are making
granary, wholemeal and white. We are handed
a bowl containing the basic ingredients, to
which we add water, and begin to knead.

The surface we are working on is compact,
but there is a pleasant air of co-operation as we
grasp the dough and slam it down on the
scrubbed surface, kneading it with our
knuckles, folding the edges into a neat parcel,
and starting the process again.

The cottage is warm, all around us yeast is
rising in covered bowls, and the rhythmic
shaping of the dough is soothing and enjoyable.
If anyone had arrived with concerns, these
seemed to lift in the atmosphere of joint
endeavour,

The feeling of the fine flour between your
fingers and the yeast and salt was almost
ticklish, and the impression of crafting an
artefact, using your hands gave something of
the satisfaction of the artisan.

Between kneading, and pressings of the
dough, Dragan talked of how in times of
recession and unemployment, bread making
could be both a cost effective addition to a
family budget, but also the basis of a thriving
small business, with very few overheads
necessary.

He and Penny had baked their first 25
loaves in their single electric oven. Distilling
the elements of their own success into a
mini-bakery blueprint, a five hour course can
introduce you to everything you need to know
to start a home-bakery business, and if
required, Love Loaves offer follow-up telephone
advice.

“We want people to try this and we want
them to succeed,” Penny said.

“Always start small, and let the business grow
in its own time. Do not take on too much, or
expect too much, too soon, Dragan added.

“Start with a good product. One or maybe
two kinds of bread, and take time to learn to
make and shape that well, so that its
presentation and taste is excellent. Diversify as
demand dictates, and only when you have

Dragan Matijevic passes on breadmaking skills to Rose Davis and Rev Tony Humphries

mastered your core product.”

Dragan and Penny found bread making
relatively straightforward, but they sought extra
help with presentation.

“The look of bread is very important, to
tempt buyers to taste. We took some lessons
from our friends at Shipton Mill, just to perfect
the presentation. From our first basketful,
people have been coming back for more.’

Rose had already identified a ready market
for her home baked bread, in the others
mothers at her children’s nursery and
playgroup. Two farm shops in her Bedfordshire
village had also expressed an interest.

“I did not want a job which would take me
out of the home while my children were so
little. At the same time I felt there was more
that I could be doing to earn a little extra
income. I already bake bread at home
occasionally, but I want to broaden my
customer base, while maintaining flexibility
with a young family’s demands,” Rose said.

Then it was time for lunch. Delicious feta

and herb soda bread, smoked salmon, a glass of

wine, and fruit juice. The atmosphere was so
convivial and relaxed it was difficult to believe

B Workshops are held at the
Love Loaves bakery in
Wolvercote, Mondays to
Thursdays, from 11am to
4pm. The classics workshop
is for beginners or those who
want to improve their
technique for making yeasted
breads and there is also a
sourdough session. On
Sunday, June 12, Love
Loaves will be on location in
Herefordshire, running
workshops in a fabulous
working Georgian
farmhouse. For more details
please visit the website:
www.loveloaves.biz

oxfordtimes.co.uk Food & Drink

- " -

that learning could be this much fun.

I was very impressed how Dragan and Penny
expected us to produce bread of the highest
possible standard — even at the first attempt.

They insisted on high quality ingredients,
accurate measurement and proportion, the
most energy efficient kneading technique to
avoid air bubbles and to ensure an even surface
and pleasing shape.

They even talked of the importance of the
right tin size, where to obtain them, and the
most popular size of loaf with the best return.

Our bread was now being placed in the
ovens — some in Dragan and Penny's small
kitchen, others in three ovens, stacked one on
top of the other in a small converted outhouse
across the cottage garden.

Tony described a Liverpool hall where
everyone is welcome to make bread together
on a long trestle table, and once baked, to sit
down to eat and enjoy it.

‘It is a wonderfully satisfying activity for
bringing all ages and backgrounds together,
creating something which rewards the effort
made in such a fundamental, human way, We
all need to eat. What better than new-made
bread?

The postman arrived with a parcel and
bunch of letters, held together with a rubber
band. He peered into the tiny, well-lit kitchen
and saw three apron-wearing flour bedecked
bakers. "Well,” he said. “I did not think you
could all fit in, let alone cook.’

Our bread started to emerge from the oven.
Loaf after loaf dusted with flour and indented
with a single heart, sprinkled with seeds,
crusted with herbs, springy, soft. smelling
uniformly delicious.

Residents of Wolvercote have been able to
enjoy the fruits of Penny and Dragan’s efforts
for some time — and it has helped the corner
shop survive the closure of its Post Office
franchise. Carl Keeble, who runs the The Post
Box with his wife Katie, said: “Without the Post
Office I had to find a new source of revenue
— and a way of bringing people into the shop.

“The Love Loaves bakery did just that. It
provided me with a product that attracts
customers from all over Oxfordshire, not just
the village.”
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