
#55 - The Lazy Genius Bakes 
Bread
Hi, everyone! You’re listening to The Lazy Genius Podcast! I’m Kendra, and I’m here to help you 
be a genius about the things that matter and lazy about the things that don’t. We are continuing 
our series on food basics. We’ve covered chicken and soup, and today is episode 55 - The Lazy 
Genius Bakes Bread. You guys have been asking for this for awhile now, so I’m so excited! 

As we geek out about bread, I want to say that there is a time and place to talk about food 
intolerances and diet plans and all of that, but this is not that time or place. We’re very heavy on 
the gluten and carbs today unapologetically. With the exception of those of you who literally 
can’t eat gluten for health reasons, I hope the rest of you develop a kinder perspective toward 
the beauty of bread in your lives. 

There are three main complaints about baking your own bread, and in the playbook today, we’re 
going to address all three and then of course I’ll share the main principles of how to bake bread. 
Lots of baking goodness is coming your way.

So let’s jump in with the three complaints. Complaint #1: It takes too much time. Not as much as 
you think, but yeah you’re right it’s not as fast as buying bread at the store or even the local 
bakery. Saving time is not why you make bread. It’s also not to save money. Yes, it’s cheaper to 
bake your own, but that’s probably not enough of a motivation. Here’s one of the most important 
things I can say to you today. Don’t try and Lazy Genius bread; it’s mostly genius, y’all. I’m lazy 
about a lot of things so that I can be a genius about bread. If you try and shortcut bread, you’ll 
end up with crappy bread. It’s just the way it is. Basic bread isn’t too complicated, but shortcuts 
don’t pay off. Knowing why you want to bake bread is vital, and saving time or money probably 
isn’t going to fly. So why might you do it? I do it because it makes me feel rooted. It makes me 
feel like I’m part of something so much bigger than myself. People do it all over the world and 
have for a super long time. There’s a connectedness to bread; it just feels like the best of 
humanity comes out when fresh, homemade bread is on the table. Also it smells and tastes 
divine, so that’s an easy reason. You might also find your why in the idea of simple pleasures. 
Lighting candles, playing music, going for a walk, drinking tea on the front stoop… those things, 
along with baking bread, are so simple but are the things we long for, that feel like we’re on solid 
ground. It’s just flour, yeast, salt, and water, but really it’s magic. That’s why I bake bread, and 
as you determine your reason, whatever it might be, just make sure it’s worth it. You don’t have 
to do this. You don’t have to bake your own bread. If you’re doing it because you think you 
should, you’ll just resent the bread, and that should never happen. 

So complaint #1: it takes too much time. Complaint #2: It’s risky. You spend a ton of time on 
something that might not turn out great. The ingredient list is so short, but when yeast is 
involved, all bets are off, right? It’s just too risky. Bread, like any art, takes practice. If that 
sounds lame, buy bread. There is no judgment! But the more you try, the better you’ll get. And if 
you’re armed with a few principles, not just recipes, you’ll be in even better shape. Bread dough 
is literally a living thing, so sometimes it behaves in unpredictable ways. Understanding 
principles will serve you far better than a recipe will. Yes, baking bread might feel risky because 



things can go wrong and might not turn out, but you’ll learn every time that happens, and your 
bread baking will only get better and better. The risk is never wasted. 

And finally complaint #3: It’s scary. Yes, baking bread is scary… at first. This thing seems like it 
should be so simple. People made bread for hundreds and hundreds of years without the 
Internet or digital scales or any of it! Somebody taught you, you practiced every day because 
people needed to eat bread, and you got better and less afraid. That’s what I’m doing today. I 
want to take the fear out of this. I can’t make your first loaf or even your first ten loaves turn out 
perfectly; there’s no such thing as perfect bread. But you can go into a new, slightly scary 
baking situation with a few principles so the process will make more sense. The good thing? 
Bread ingredients are about as cheap as they come, and even bad bread isn’t that bad. You put 
enough salted butter on cardboard and it’ll be okay. Don’t sweat that. All bread is magical 
because it’s alive by your hand, but the newness doesn’t have to be scary. You don’t have to be 
afraid of yeast. You are stronger than yeast.

So now that we’ve touched on the three main complaints, let’s jump into some basic bread 
principles to help you feel more prepared. I’ll list these in the show notes in just a bullet form, so 
this episode is where I’ll go into detail. If you want to check out those show notes, including links 
to a couple of my favorite bread cookbooks which I’ll mention soon and my favorite recipe for a 
loaf of white bread (including a video!), go to thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/bread. 

Let’s get a crash course in bread! I have twelve bread principles. Yes, twelve. This is indeed a 
crash course, and I’m so excited. Now I’m sad though that it’s not 13 so it’s a baker’s dozen! 
Missed the mark on that one. Oh well. Let’s get started.

1. Know your flour. There are so many kinds of flours, and when it comes to baking bread, it’s 
important to not use whatever you want willy nilly. Flours have different levels of protein in 
them which basically means there’s more gluten. The more gluten, the more structure. 
That’s why gluten-free baked goods are super crumbly; without gluten, you have to 
manufacture structure. So more gluten equals more structure. In general, you’re all set with 
bread flour. If you watch The Great British Baking Show, they call bread flour “strong” flour. 
It’s strong because it can hold up the bread better. But bread flour is absolutely the only flour 
you need to bake most breads, especially as you get started. Whole wheat is another 
ballgame, so it’s best to keep it simple as you learn. I love King Arthur brand. It’s a tiny bit 
more expensive, but it’s a higher quality. I know this because it takes more water. The better 
the flour, the more water it needs. You can use any brand you like of course, but as with any 
recipe that requires so few ingredients, you’ll have a better result with higher quality 
products. So principle #1 is know your flour. Gluten equals structure. Bread flour is all you 
need.

2. Yeast is alive and unpredictable and sometimes makes you feel like you have a moody 
teenager in the house. No offense to teenagers, but I know when I was 16 and came 
downstairs, nobody knew which Kendra would arrive. Because yeast is alive and strongly 
affected by lots of variables, it needs to be babied a little. When you read bread recipes, 
you’ll see that the yeast has to be added at a certain time or needs to bloom in a specific 
temperature of water. It feels high maintenance, and that’s just because it might not respond 
if you shock it. 

3. Which leads to principle 3: don’t mix salt and yeast. Salt is beautiful but also a bit of bully if 
not reigned in, and it can essentially kill the yeast. We don’t want that. Basically, don’t dump 
yeast into the flour and then the salt right on top. Put one on one side of the bowl and one 
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on the other. Mix them individually into the flour and then all together. As the baker, you’re 
making sure everyone gets to shine in their own way, and sometimes that means managing 
everyone’s feelings. It’s like in 30 Rock when Liz would make up fake awards for Jenna and 
Tracy to keep them from going crazy. Yeast and salt are like that. 

4. Speaking of salt, principle #4 is salt makes the gluten and therefore the bread stronger. If 
gluten is your skeleton, salt is the ligaments and cartilage. They need each other to create a 
structure that works. Salt also gives bread its flavor, and you need a lot of it to basically 
make flour and water taste like something awesome. That’s how powerful salt it. 

5. Water determines how firm the bread will be. There’s something called a baker’s percentage 
which we won’t go into detail about, but the idea is if the amount of flour you have is 100%, 
you compare all the other ingredients by weight to determine their percentage compared to 
the flour. That was a terrible description. If you have 500g of flour and 250g of water, your 
baker’s percentage for the water is 50% because there’s half as much water as there is 
flour. Make sense? You don’t need to know standard baking percentages right now, but the 
idea is important in understanding water’s role. A firm, very closed-textured bagel has a 50% 
baking percentage (so half as much water as flour), while ciabatta or focaccia or other rustic 
doughs with giant air holes has anywhere from a 65% to even 80% baker’s percentage of 
water. We’re usually just working with four ingredients - flour, yeast, salt, and water - and if 
those four ingredients can produce such a variety of final products, it’s all about the 
percentages. So as water in a recipe goes up, so do the size of the air holes and the 
softness of the texture.

6. So you need to know your flour, remember that yeast is alive and needs a little babying, 
don’t mix yeast and salt, but still use salt because it makes the gluten stronger and gives the 
bread structure and flavor, and water determines how firm the bread will be. Principle #6: 
Don’t rush it. Y’all, this might be the most important point, and this is why you really can’t 
Lazy Genius bread. You can’t rush it during any of the stages. If you mix too quickly or 
aggressively, it messes up your gluten. If you force the yeast to rise quicker by using hotter 
water, it lessens the flavor. If you don’t let the bread dough rise for the max time, the texture 
will suffer. I’ll say it again. Don’t rush your bread. But honestly, this is what’s beautiful to me 
about baking your own bread. Recently a friend was talking about the meandering nature of 
poetry, how poets aren’t utilitarian in their words, that it’s a good thing to use more words 
than they need, that the enjoyment of creating poetry and reading it on the other side is 
extravagant and even a little wasteful. When my friend said this, I thought he was nuts. I 
don’t think that way, and that’s probably why I’ve never really responded to poetry. But 
guess what I’ve realized? Bread is my poetry. I love shortcuts and finding ways to skip things 
that don’t matter, and I love sharing them with you. There’s not a lot of extravagant uses of 
time in my life or in what I share with you here, but bread is one of my few exceptions. 
Lingering, wasteful time serves you well way more than gets in the way. Practically, you’ll 
mess up bread if you rush it, but the magic lies in the waiting. I love that.

7. Fat makes bread soft. Some of you might be wondering where the oil and butter and egg 
yolks are! Breads that have fat in them are called enriched doughs, and enriched doughs 
make the angels sing. Think cinnamon rolls and brioche. Delightfully soft and rich and 
awesome. You can certainly bake bread with fat which will give you flavor and a softer 
texture, but there are two things to remember. First, fat makes the yeast slow down, and the 
colder the fat, the slower it goes. That’s why you’ll see bread recipes that call for room 
temperature enriched ingredients so that the yeast doesn’t freak out. Again, it has to be 
babied. The second thing to remember is tied to the first. Because fat - even room 
temperature fat - makes the yeast slow down and therefore rise more slowly, it’ll take a lot 
longer to rise. Brioche dough is so packed with butter and eggs that it usually has to rise for 



an entire day. In bread, once the yeast is activated by slightly warm water, it starts to feed on 
the sugars in the flour or any extra sugar you add to the dough. As it feeds, it releases 
carbon dioxide which creates bubbles which creates the rise. In enriched breads, that rise is 
a lot harder. The dough is heavier and even a little more slippery because of the fat, so you 
can imagine it’s more of a fight. So if you’re making bread and decide to throw in a little 
melted butter or olive oil for flavor, just know that the rise will happen slower. 

8. Use your hands. You can mix in a mixer with a dough hook of course, but I love mixing with 
my hands. You’re gentler with the dough, you understand it’s emotional state, and you can 
learn quicker by feeling what happens to dough as you mix and knead it. Some super wet 
doughs suggest using a mixer, and sometimes I do. You’re not bad if you use a mixer. But 
for most standard loaves, your hands are your best tool. Don’t be afraid to get a little sticky. I 
learned from the silver fox Paul Hollywood whose book is my favorite bread book so far by 
the way (I’ll link to it in the show notes) that you mix the yeast and salt into the flour on 
opposite sides of the bowl, mix it all together a bit, add maybe 3/4 of the water and gently 
mix with your hand, and then add any remaining water to bring the dough just together. Most 
of your mixing will actually happen while you’re kneading, so don’t expect a smooth dough 
ball at this stage. It will be gloppy and weird but all the flour is gathered up. And, yes, I think 
you should use your hands. If you’ve ever made dough in the stand mixer with a dough 
hook, you know that so much of the flour stays on the sides of the bowl and takes forever to 
get incorporated in. That extra time of mixing the flour with the tiny bit of aggression that 
comes from a stand mixer can damage the gluten and therefore the structure of the bread. 
I’m not the boss of you; I’d rather you bake bread with a mixer than not bake at all, but try it 
with your hands at least once, please. It’s so magical that way, and you get a better 
experience plus a better loaf.

9. Kneading changes the texture of your dough. The temptation as you’re kneading is to add 
more flour because the dough is sticking to the counter and to your hands and what is 
happening! Please don’t add more flour. That baking percentage we mentioned earlier will 
be gravely affected by you adding a lot more flour to keep the dough from sticking. The 
dough is going to stick, especially in the beginning. The crazy thing about kneading is that it 
does change the texture. It’ll start like a ball of dough that makes sense; it’s not super sticky 
and kneads will and you feel like a rockstar. Then it starts getting sticker and harder to 
handle, and you assume something is wrong and you need more flour. NOPE. This is called 
the wet stage, and every bread dough has it. As the water hydrates the flour through the 
process of kneading, the dough simply gets more wet. You haven’t done anything wrong; in 
fact, you’re doing everything right. Just keep kneading. I have two tricks that help that 
process along. One is to knead on a counter that’s lightly coated in oil. It keeps it from 
sticking as badly without affecting the texture of the bread. You can use olive or canola for 
this. The other thing that’s really helpful is using a bench scraper. I’ll link to my favorite in the 
show notes, but it’s basically a thin piece of plastic (I prefer plastic to metal when it comes to 
bread) that helps lift the bread off the counter and even off your hands when it gets so sticky 
you think you’re going to lose your mind. Which might happen the first time or two. Take off 
your rings, folks. Bread dough is a beast to get out of diamonds. But kneading on an oiled 
surface and having a bench scraper handy are major tools in your bread baking arsenal. 
And eventually after you’ve kneaded for a few minutes, you’ll notice the dough change. It’ll 
start to firm up and lose the stickiness. It’ll get smoother and easier to maneuver, and you’ll 
be so excited. I actually made bread today and went from sticky to mostly smooth in less 
than five minutes. It still needs a solid 10-15 minutes total of kneading, but it won’t be a 
sticky mess the entire time. You will also have gotten your workout for the day. Every time I 



make bread, the next day I have sore biceps and abs. It’s carb cardio, y’all. And then you get 
to eat bread! It’s the best of both worlds. 

10. Cover your dough while it proves or rises. You’ve worked so hard to create this awesome 
structure, and if you don’t cover it with a tea towel or plastic wrap, the dough will start to dry 
out which means the yeast can’t actually rise. You’ll have stunted bread, and that’s such a 
bummer. So be sure to cover the bowl when the dough rises, but don’t let the covering be so 
close to the dough or restrictive that it’ll prevent the dough from rising as high as it needs to. 
Basically put the dough in an obscenely large bowl and cover it with a thin towel. All is well.

11. Trust the dough more than the time to know when it’s ready to bake. Most breads go 
through two proving stages; the first proves in a ball for a couple of hours, then you shape it 
into a loaf or cobb or beautiful braid and let it rise another 45 minutes to an hour usually. 
Now, it’s better to trust the dough than the timer. Remember that dough is alive and a little 
unpredictable. The first prove can go for awhile; you’ll get tons of flavor that way. The 
second prove when it’s shaped is where you want to pay attention. So here’s the test. If you 
press your finger into the dough, and it slightly bounces back, you’re set. Too soft with no 
bounce back, it won’t cook all the way through and it needs to rise more. Too much of a 
bounce and it’s already gone a bit far. You can and should still bake it, but it probably won’t 
rise enough in the oven. The crumb will be a little inconsistent, but it will still taste totally fine. 
You’re only sacrificing texture.

12. Let it cool. Guys, I know that warm bread smells delicious and beckons you with its siren 
song, but you really need to let bread cool. I want to say complete room temperature, but I 
know some of you will be mad to hear that. You will, under no circumstances, wait several 
hours to eat the bread you worked so hard for. But just be aware that the longer you let it 
cool, the better the structure will be. If you cut into your loaf with a serrated bread knife when 
the bread is too warm, it’ll just collapse and not slice at all. Move forward at your own risk, 
but please try and let the bread cool as much as possible before you dig in. 

 
So to recap. Know your flour, yeast needs babying, don’t mix yeast with salt, salt adds flavor 
and structure, water determines how soft or firm the bread will be, don’t rush it, fat makes bread 
soft, use your hands, kneading will change the texture of your dough so don’t add more flour, 
cover the dough while it rises, trust the dough more than the timer, and let it cool. You can 
certainly check out different recipes and follow them, but understanding how these simple 
ingredients interact together and ways to troubleshoot certain problems will help you become 
better at baking bread quicker than if you just made recipes. Speaking of recipes, I’ll link to my 
favorite cookbooks and a bread recipe I have developed and love for a regular white sandwich 
loaf. There’s a video and everything, so check out the show notes at 
thelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/bread, and don’t forget to join me on Instagram every 
Thursday at 12:15pm EST to talk about the podcast topic. This week I’ll answer all your bread 
questions as much as I can. I might even tell you a story about how I once auditioned for a 
television baking show and baked the same bread recipe almost a dozen times. Tune in for that 
riveting tale.

Now for our Lazy Genius tip of the week! Last month on Instagram, I asked you guys about how 
you tidy, and your responses were so great! One of my favorites was a tip on tidying with kids 
from Jessica Springle. Hi, Jessica! She says “It helps my kids to pile everything they have to put 
away in the middle of the room. That way they know when they’re done. They have a hard time 
noticing the stuff around the edges. They think that if the middle of the floor is clean then the 
room is clean. It makes it easier for me to check their progress, too.” Jessica! I love this idea so 
much. The fringes and edges are absolutely where so much of our messes lie and can make 
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otherwise clean rooms look a mess. So if you have little kids (or even husbands sometimes) 
who don’t see clean the same way you do, grab everything and put it in the middle of the room 
then let those folks have at it. I love this idea and will absolutely do it in my own house for sure. 
Thanks for sharing, Jessica, and thanks to the rest of you for your ideas, too! I’ll probably share 
more of your tips in future episodes, so keep ‘em coming!

Okay, that’s it for today. Remember to check out the show notes with all the links you need at 
htelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/bread. And if you would like an opportunity to support this 
show - we don’t have ads at this point, but podcasting does cost a good bit of money - go to 
patreon.com/thelazygenius. You can even leave one dollar to help offset costs, or if you’d like to 
pledge more, you get an entirely new show that I host with my sister called The Lazy Sisters 
Podcast. It’s an extra bit of fun to say thank you for supporting this work, and I’m so grateful for 
each and every one of you. We hit our first supporter goal within the first week and were blown 
away. Our next goal will allow us to make more Lazy Sisters episodes, so if you’re curious to 
learn more, head to  . Thanks so much for listening, and remember to be a genius about the 
things that matter and lazy about the things that don’t. See you next week!

http://htelazygeniuscollective.com/lazy/bread
http://patreon.com/thelazygenius

