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Challah! 
Mitch Stamm and Kristen Lopez 

 
Mitch: I was admonished as a child, “If you can’t say something nice, don’t say it.”  After a few years on 
the street and learning to sidestep dogma, I realized that, like everything else, the protocol and 
vocabulary for adults and children differed.  What they were really saying was, “If you can’t say something 
nice, say it in Yiddish.”  When I understood what some of the words meant, I realized I wasn’t as adorable 
and precocious as I had thought. I had no idea epithets had been hurled in my direction.  And, it wasn’t 
just from the alter cockers.   
 
That angst stalked me as I tried many formulas, techniques, and philosophies to recreate traditional 
Challah.  Who was I kidding?  How would I know what traditional Challah really tasted like?  I could read 
about it in a book.  Even if I followed the recipe and techniques religiously, the flour, eggs, and 
sweeteners would be different from previous eras.  What I really wanted was the Challah of my youth; 
tradition be damned (Strike one).  Sweet, tender, and eggy, the aggregate heightens, deepens, and 
widens my appreciation of chickens, bees, and Maggie Glezer.   
 
Upon reflection – so much more provocative and introspective than just ‘looking back’ -  I realize the 
Challah of my youth could have been a prop from central casting or a kitchen tchotchke from Pier 1.  It 
landed on the floor with the same thud.  At least it looked like what I thought Challah should look like.  
That’s the magic of movies and “egg shade” food coloring.  
 



Charil Reis, an intern at the Sun Valley Resort twenty years ago, shared a recipe that has become my go-
to Challah.  I don’t consider any recipe or formula mine.  I’m always happy to include their provenance 
and or inspiration when I share formulas.  They are just the ones I’m currently using.  They are nothing 
more than a reflection of my perspective and tastes that continue to be influenced by every baker I meet.   
 
To engage students, teachers adapt and experiment with teaching styles.  Rather than use the standard 
numbering of the strands to demonstrate a technique used to braid a six-strand loaf, I came up with the 
“Top Gun” method:   Iceman, Maverick, and Wingmen.   At least I got it and was entertained.  Observing 
them, I learned that students learn many ways, relevant reference or not (Strike two).   
 
Notes:  
1. Thank you, Tom and Paramount Pictures, for making “Top Gun: Maverick.”  Call me. 
2. Challah is the first choice of bread for many who make French toast.  Rather than a milk/ egg mixture, 

dip the bread in crème Anglaise with abundant vanilla scrapings.  Reserve enough crème Anglaise to 
serve as sauce with the toast.   Fry the bread in a buttered pan as usual.  Place the cooked slices on 
lined sheet tray.  Just before service, place the tray in a 375* oven.  Bake until the slices are heated 
through and puff slightly.  

3. Maggie Glezer: Author, “Baking Across America” and “A Blessing of Bread” 
4. Don’t stick anything smaller than the end of a loaf of Challah in your ears.  (Strike three, I’m out). 
 

 
 
Kristen: “You always need a wingman or else you’re going down” 
 
That line has been stuck in my head for nearly ten years.  I’ve never even seen Top Gun. But I have seen 
the Challah braiding interpretation.  
 
In production, servings trump aesthetic most the time. Baguettes are not tapered and batards are always 
blunt. One more serving per loaf can really add up.  But, I have found a few spots to shoehorn in a little 
bit of braiding practice here and there. But the biggest shoehorn of them all was Certification.  
 
During the IBIE 2019, I was picked from a lottery to compete in the Certification Showcase Competition 
and even luckier to get Solveig as my partner. This competition included the dreaded (Dramatic music 
plays.) six braid.  It was the item several of us felt the least comfortable with but I had a trick up my 
sleeve. When it came time to shape our challah, I played the low-quality cell phone video from 2010 for 



Solveig and me. After a quick refresher, I could zoom along again, my hands remembering a lot faster 
than my brain. 
 
One of the reasons I love baking, and I suspect for some of you as well, is that anyone can learn from 
anyone. Regardless of experience and expertise levels, you can always take something away from a 
shared baking experience. This was one of those moments for us. A shift in the dynamic between us. In 
the beginning of the event I felt timid and cumbersome and double checked most moves with my 
competition mentor/partner. But now, I felt confident enough to take the lead and guide for a few steps. 
And that's a powerful thing. Powerful for both parties, for friendship building, for trust, and for 
professional growth.  I walked away from the competition, a stronger challah shaper but an even stronger 
and more well-rounded baker. Plus, we smoked the competition.  
 
As the certification exam got closer, I began doing my practice runs.  It became very clear that Challah 
was a much bigger portion of the time than I first gave it credit for. It was clear to me, I needed to hone 
in this specific part of the exam the most. Determined to shave a few minutes off dividing and shaping all 
that dang dough, I practiced this specific piece a few extra times, usually with back to back mixes so I 
could really get the rehearsal right.  
 
On exam day, I was thankful for those rounds of challah practice. I was more confident in the dance and 
therefore calmer and able to focus on the details. There was some banter about the now infamous Top 
Gun technique by the judges as I began my dividing. But I had my wingman, and I wasn’t going down.  
 
For this homebake, I used 20% whole spelt flour and all whole eggs. There was no pressure, no judges, 
only me, my dough and that internal record. I played with the shapes, something I don’t often do. Like 
losing yourself in a painting or your garden, it was meditative and revitalizing. No mistakes, just happy 
little rolls.  For the finish, I decided to make an extra sweet treat by filling some of the knotted rolls with a 
rhubarb berry jam and some leftover whole wheat rye flake crumb topping that was starting to get some 
fridge musk. The musk baked out.  And I was a happy little roll myself.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Total dough weight 5.017 kg
Ingredients % kilograms
Bread flour 100.00 2.750
Water 23.09 0.635
Eggs 22.73 0.625
Egg yolks 6.18 0.170
Vegetable oil 9.27 0.255
Honey 6.18 0.170
Sugar 11.35 0.312
Salt 2.07 0.057
Yeast, osmotolerant 1.56 0.043
Totals 182.44 5.017

Egg wash* As needed

CHALLAH, RETARDED METHOD 
Contributed by Mitch Stamm
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PROCESS – Challah

Mix Type of mixer Spiral
Mix style Improved
1st speed
2nd speed
Dough temperature 78°F

Ferment Time/temperature 1:00 at 72°F
Retard

Shape Divide
Preshape
Rest
Shape
Proofing device

Proof Time/temperature

Bake Oven type Deck Rack 
Egg wash

Time/temperature 350°F 310°F

(No process notes for this formula)

Process Notes
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What happens when you open  

Pandora’s Proof Box? 
Mitch Stamm and Lucas Monahan 

 

 
 
Mitch: As a baking instructor, I’ve caught myself superseding instruction, imposing my vision and will on a 
student’s success without regard for their vision.  Instructors are tasked with molding students into 
skilled, talented professionals that work with integrity.  I admit, I’ve gone overboard more than once.  I’ve 
tried to sculpt them into something I thought they could become. Or worse, what I thought they should 
become.   
 
With a resolve as hardened as stone, Lucas Monahan was not sculpt-able.  I viewed him as being like a 
tree, probably an oak.  I, and other instructors were immediately attuned to his intellect, baking prowess, 
and leadership potential.  We envisioned an industry leader.  Rather than letting the tree grow, we tried to 
trim and prune it to our liking.  Do that enough, and you create a bonsai.  A tree you can pet, admire, and 
show off.  It becomes less about the tree and more about the arborist.  He is on his way to becoming an 
industry leader, but on his terms. 
 
What I perceived as stubbornness or recalcitrance, was focus, self-belief, and determination.  It took a 
while, maybe until this moment, for me to realize that I was the stubborn one.  I’m not saying I lost them 
all, but I never won a debate with Lucas.  Even when I thought I did.  Or the time he let me think I did.  
Sometimes, as teachers, we just need to get out of the way.   
 
The Thirded Bread that Team USA baked at the Mondial du Pain was the only product I took home after 
practices.  Louis Volle developed the recipe for the ‘Bread of Your Country’ category.  At the end of each 
practice, we evaluated the day’s products with objectivity and without passion, a process almost as 
rigorous as the baking portion of the day.  The Thirded Bread was perfect for post-practice ennui; rather 
than merely tasting it, I consumed it.  Eating it made hunger and fatigue fade into the miasma of flour 
dust, sweat, and steam.  It became our favorite bread for a year. 
 
Notes: 

• He’s so humble, that his classmates and peers did not know that he was on the BBGA Baking Team 
for the 2017 Mondial du Pain.  They probably still don’t know it.  Segueing from humility back to 
me for just a minute; I caught a fish once. 

• He’s from South Boston.  
• He chose Banh Mi for his graduation celebration meal. 

 
 
 



 
 
Lucas: When I bake bread at home, I am looking for three things. I need to be able to make a sandwich 
with it, I want it to last a few days, and I want to make multiple loaves so I can share with friends and 
family. This polenta bread checks all the boxes! The polenta gives the bread a tight crumb that is prefect 
for holding together even the beefiest of sandwiches. The polenta, with the added honey and butter, 
keeps this bread from staling while giving the crumb an interesting chew from the bits of cornmeal. The 
dough is quite sticky, so I like to bake them as a pan loaf since it is a little difficult to shape. I fill as many 
pans as I have and can bake them all at once. This is a lot easier than the one loaf at a time Dutch oven 
method. 

I have been making many versions of this bread for the past year or so. All those versions stem from 
a bread I made with Louis Volle and Mitch Stamm on the 2017 Modial du Pain team which we called the 
Thirded Bread. The original concept dates to colonial times in New England when wheat was hard to come 
by, but corn and rye were quite abundant. Just like we are doing during quarantine, the colonials used what 
they had available to them. A combination of the three with some added molasses will make Boston brown 
bread. Though this formula is missing the rye component, it makes for a rather tasty cousin of the colonial 
bread. 

This formula yields a rather sour final product which balances well with the sweetness of the polenta. 
If you are looking to shorten the process, simply adding a pinch of instant yeast will speed up the process 
and result in a sweeter bread that makes the corn the star. You can also substitute the honey for molasses 
or maple syrup to change the flavor profile however you like. 
 
 



Ingredients: Total % Total G Levain % Levain G Polenta % Polenta G Final % Final G
AP Flour 100 373 100 123 100 250
Water 58.8 218 100 123 38 95
Salt 2.3 8.6 3.4 8.6
Starter 5 19 15.4 19
Cornmeal 30 112 50 112
Water 2 60 224 100 224
Honey 6 22 10 22
Butter 6 22 10 22
Total: 268.1 998.6 215.4 265 170 380 141.4 353.6

* Bake: 450F with steam (I tend to use a small jellyroll pan that I fill with boiling water as the loaf is going in) 
for 35-45 mins

Polenta Bread Contributed by: Lucas Monahan

Process Notes:
* Levain: Mix everything together and ferment 12-14 hours at room temp.
* Polenta: Add all ingredients into a pot and cook over medium high heat until the mixture begins to pull away 
from the sides. This should look like a soft cookie dough consistency. This should be room temp before 
adding to the dough.

* Final mix: Add all ingredients into your mixing bowl except the polenta. 1st: 4 minutes. 2nd: 3 minutes. You 
are looking for a medium gluten development, being able make a gluten window that is not super strong. The 
polenta really inhibits gluten formation, so I like to give it a head start now before bulk fermentation starts. 
* Add the polenta on 1st speed until just combined. Organize dough and bulk ferment for about 3 hours.
* Fold at 0:45 and 1:30 and let sit for the last 1.5 hours.
* Dividing/Shaping: 1000g for 8” loaf pan
* Pre-shape into a boule and rest for 20 mins
* Shape into an even log
* I like to spray the top of my loaf with water and roll it in a fine cornmeal before putting it into the pan. I also 
tend to score before putting it in the pan.
* Proof: 1.5-2 hours or until the loaf begin to rise above the rim of the pan.
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