SIMPLY DIVINE

BY GWEN ASHLEY WALTERS

“Your bread is anything but
simple,” T tell Harold Back,
founding partner of Phoenix’s
hottest bakery, Simply Bread.

“Ah, but youre wrong,”
he says.

I had already spent a full
day at the bakery watching his
partner Chef Jeffrey Yankellow
go through the rigors of his
daily baking routine. I was
convinced that this was the
most incredible, complex
bread I had ever tasted. How
could this possibly be simply
bread?

“If you think about
bread,” Back continues, “it is
really a foundation food. It is
so fundamental, so elegant in
its simplicity. For us, the focus
has always been to make really
good bread and in order to
make really good bread, you have to make simple bread.”

A kosher, mostly organic bakery, Simply Bread has
seriously elevated the quality of bread in the Valley since
opening in February 2006. Daily production at the bakery has
risen from 400 pounds a day when they first opened to 3,500
pounds a day on average, and occasionally a bakery-stretching
capacity of 10,000 pounds a day, which happened just before
Thanksgiving last year. Why did Simply Bread take off
so quickly?

Back and Yankellow attribute their early success to an
unwavering commitment to traditional methods of long
fermentation, exceptional ingredients, absolutely no chemicals,
preservatives or dough conditioners, and a shared passion to
put craftsmanship before anything else.

Back was first motivated to open a bakery because he
couldn’t find good bread. After years of prodding from friends,
the former investment banker finally decided to turn his
fervent bread-baking hobby into his vocation.

He called a company in San Francisco to buy commercial
baking equipment. He was brusquely told that he couldn’t buy
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their equipment because he

didn’t know what he was

doing. If, however, he would

take a baking course to learn

the craft, he might be allowed

to buy the essential ovens and

Instead of being

offended, it made perfect sense

to him, so off he went to the

San Francisco Baking Institute.

At the time, Yankellow was

the head instructor at the San

Francisco Baking Institute,

preparing to represent the

American team in the bread

division at the renowned

Coupe du Monde de la

Boulangerie in Paris. The com-

petition, held every three years,

gives bragging rights to the

country that captures first

place to be called the world’s

best bakers. Three months

later, in April 2005, Yankellow and his team captured the
coveted gold, beating out 11 other countries.

Shortly before that notable victory, as BacK’s training at the
Institute was winding down, he had convinced Yankellow, who
was contemplating several job offers from bakeries across the
country, to visit Phoenix. Back says, “I suggested to him that
he should really consider going into business for himself
instead of taking a job.”

After a couple of trips to the Valley, Yankellow was
motivated not only by the opportunity to create a bakery from
scratch but also the challenge of creating Old World,
European-style breads in a desert. He and Back spent several
weeks developing the styles of bread they wanted to produce,
first in a home kitchen and then fine-tuning the formulas in
the bakery two weeks before they opened. Both partners want-
ed the breads to reflect the region, just as terroir impacts a
wine’s characteristics.

“Our sourdough has a very different flavor profile than our
competition. We don’t add ascorbic acid (vitamin C) to the
dough to give it that kick,” Back says. To do so would go

mixers.
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