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This is a story about passion and bread and the dedicated craft-
speople making that bread here in Toronto. As the words sug-
gest, we’re not referring to processed, run-of-the-mill loaves but 
to artisanal bread. 

What defines bread as artisanal? Many things, it turns out. 
The first thing you notice when entering an artisanal bread bak-
ery is the appearance of the breads. Shelves are stacked with 
homey, rustic, non-uniformly-shaped offerings. They’re as far 
removed from the packaged, pre-sliced, squishy loaf as you can 
get. 

There are round, oversized boules heavily dusted with flour, 
with European-style slashes atop their craggy surfaces. There 
are dark, heavy grain breads in every size, made variously with 
spelt or kamut, rye or whole wheat flours, or a combination. 
Beautifully shaped round and oval sourdoughs abound. Grana-
ry loaves bursting with flax, ladder-like fougasses studded with 
rich, glossy black olives, and plump, deep brown pumpernick-
els tease the eye.

Another defining element of artisanal bread is the crust. 
When you bite into a chunk of artisanal bread, the texture and 
solidity of the crust are what initially grab you. Chewy, with 
a slightly caramelized crackle, the crust is critically important: 
this is where you find much of the flavour – a hint of sweetness 
and the pungency that comes from long hours of fermentation. 
According to Tony Cunningham, father-in-law of Stan Sue, the 
owner of EPI Breads, “A good crust is paramount. Along with 
a chewy crumb inside, it’s the thing that was missing until ar-
tisanal bread came along.”  Martial Ribreau of Le Comptoir de 
Célestin concurs. “The best bread will be crunchier on top and 
soft inside.”  

Andrea Damon Gibson, who in 1994 founded Fred’s Breads 
with her husband, Steve, agrees. Andrea began her career at 
the David Wood Food Shops and moved on to become the 
pastry chef for Arpi Magyar at Splendido. Her credo appears 
on her bread bags: printed on each paper bag is the statement 
that Fred’s Breads have “a thick, crisp crust that remains crisp, 

a moist, open crumb with great depth of flavour that stands on 
its own, and tastes of the grain it was made from.”

Interior texture is equally as important as the crust. The tex-
ture should be elastic and porous; some have described it as a 
cave-like coolness. Most artisanal breads have identifying large 
or small holes inside, also due in part to the long fermentation, 
or aging, of the dough.

And finally, there’s the flavour. Most craft bakers agree that 
the unparalleled flavour of their breads, regardless of the mix of 
flour or the addition of grains, is the result of the long hours 
they devote to producing them – from the initial starter to the 
mixing of the dough, and through all the other stages. Marc 
Van Beusekom, bakery manager of St. John’s Breads, where they 
have been baking bread since Father Roberto brought his tradi-
tional bread making techniques back from Brittany, France in 
the 1990s, confirms that “the most important thing is the long 
fermentation process, so that the dough is developing flavour, 
for that is the hallmark of artisanal bread.”  Most artisanal bak-
eries take between twelve and twenty-four hours, from start to 
finish, to make their breads.

Artisanal bakers relate again and again that it’s all about tim-
ing. “The essence of good bread is time,” Simon Silander of 
Brick Street Bakery reiterated. “You simply cannot rush it. Ev-
erything about good bread is time.” It’s also about not cutting 
corners. And certainly about using fresh starters, rather than 
commercially made yeast, to leaven the breads. The general 
consensus is that commercially made yeast – which guarantees 
quick, efficient and consistent results – is acceptable only in 
small amounts: it obliterates the taste, texture and unique ap-
pearance that long fermentation and a slow rise provide.

Starters go by many different names, including biga, poulish, 
or sponge, and have been around for over five thousand years – 
since the Egyptians used wild yeast to leaven their breads. At its 
most basic, a starter contains differing proportions of flour and 
water. Some bakers add grapes to kick-start the growth of yeast 
cells, while others rely on the spores in the air and the naturally 
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