
Nina Bakery
Stress-free pita bread
During the EFFF (European Fine Food Fair) our team choose Nina Bakery 
unanimously as the most innovative and tasteful product of this fair. It also won the 
prestigious Maastrichter Star Award. If we think of pita bread we associate it with a 
small dry bun that people often eat at night after enjoying a few drinks. However, in 
the city of Haifa in Israel we discovered that that is a real insult.
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But before we focus on the bread and 
show how a large amount of this stress-
free pita is still baked in an artisan way, we 
like to extend an enormous compliment 
to the family Nehmeh who had invited 
us; they were extremely hospitable and 
proudly showed us their beloved country. 
The media often pictures a negative image 
of this special country. We traveled for a 
week through Israel with Pierre Nehmeh, 
who was our guide, interpreter, driver and 
walking encyclopaedia. What we really 
noticed is that everyone we met welcomed 
us with open arms and had a common 
love and knowledge of good ingredients, 
preparations and the seasons. Difference 
in religion or political preference doesn’t 
play any role here as long as they enjoy 
themselves.  In our next publications we 
like to introduce typical Israeli products 
and their applications. We have also 
promised the family Nehmeh that we will 
be back soon to discover even more in this 
country.  The important reason for our 
visit was the bread, so we went to Haifa.

Enlightenment
Haifa is a relatively young city that grew 
steadily, mostly because of its coastal 
location, where the British created 
harbours for the oil coming in through 
pipelines from Iraq and Saoudi-Arabia. 
That’s easy to see when we arrive at the 
bakery, located on a rather anonymous 
industrial terrain, next to a large oil 
refinery. We forget that quickly when we 
enter the bakery with its wonderful smells 
of flour, yeast and freshly baked bread. This 
is a typical family business, where brothers 
and sister work together and share their 
offices as well. The oldest brother Pierre 
likes to guide us around right away and 
although our nose is ready for that, we first 
like to dig into the family history and end 
with the pita. It was father Nasri Nehmeh 
who started the bakery in 1936 and gave 
it its name. Pierre is the one who tells us 
the story with emotion and passion while 
his humerous brother Mounir makes an 
anecdote of everything. Pierre: “The fact 
that my father became a baker originates 
from our family name, which in the Aramic 
language means “bread”. When he started 
about ten years before Israel became a nation, 
our bakery was a traditional one. In Europe 
breads have more volume and often a hard 
crust. Here the breads are flat and softer, 
and can even be used as “cutlery”. The bread 
was usually kneaded by hand by his father 
and his bakers, then flattened and baked 
in an oven that looked more like a cave. 
The minute the baking started to explode 

or had risen, it was considered done. You 
can imagine that this way of baking is very 
labour intensive and causes many burn 
injuries. Their father was rather innovative 
and developed an automatic oven in 1958 
with a turntable that brought bread that 
had become like soufflé automatically 
to the front of the oven. “It was a mega 

invention and could produce fifteen times 
more than before! Logically he asked it to be 
patented which was no problem. This oven 
invention didn’t go without any problems, 
but when my brother Mounir was born, the 
oven corrected itself and worked like a gem. 
It is not surprising that the name Mounir 
means Enlightenment.”
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Sister Nina
Six years later, in 1964 to be precise, Nasri’s 
second important invention became 
reality. He developed an assembly line 
where the bread could rise on its way to the 
oven. This in combination with the very 
first Winkler machine that divides dough, 
made production of pita bread a dream 
come true. Bakery Nasri Nehmeh became 
a famous name in his industry. It was very 
tragic that he passed away far too young in 
1976. His sons and daughter had a difficult 
choice: either continue their education or 
continue in the family business. Pierre and 
Mounir decided to continue the family 
tradition; two other brothers went their 
own way. “When we took over the business 
we had a difficult decision to make. We were 
established in the old city with little space 
and a lot of competition.  Fortunately most 
of the other breads were factory made with 
no thought. We wanted to do something 
different so we could stand out among the 
rest of the competition and named the bakery 
“Nina Bakery” after my sister.” They did 
stand out because for them quality had to 
be number one and they choose to work 
in a kosher way. To be kosher doesn’t 
mean a few regulations in accordance 
with the Jewish religion. It asks for serious 
investment and a good calculated business 
plan. To fully comply with this they moved 
the bakery from the city to the industrious 
area. “All ingredients have to come from a 
kosher company. A certified rabbi comes every 
day to test the food. It has even more benefits 
because Muslims eat kosher as well. We have 
the strictest kosher certificate, which is very 
much appreciated by Orthodox Jews. 

Different from their competition
Since there was nobody else who could 
produce so much in an artisan way and 
within the strictest rules, most bakers 
developed or built their own machines 
with father’s brain behind it. Although it 
took us a while to find the perfect solution 
they finally found it and the pita of Nina 
Bakery soon became synonymous with 
quality. “We might work on a big scale and 
on an industrial level, but we are still really 
an artisan bakery. The difference with the rest 
of the world is that they do everything, like 
mixing dough and packaging, in 45 minutes 
whereas with us it will take much and much 
longer. Because we take the time, yeast is 
the ingredient we hardly use, even less than 
salt. Our bread consists of four ingredients: 
flour, water, yeast and salt. If you take the 
time, you don’t need other ingredients. Many 
bakers use sugar that makes the bread rise 
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faster and it gets a dark colour while baking. 
Or they put in a lot of oil to make the bread 
flexible. Again, if you take the time, the other 
ingredients are not necessary.” Another 
big difference with the rest of the world 
is that the pita at Nina Bakery is put in 
the freezer and doesn’t get packed as the 
widely used gas packaging. Why is that? “If 
you put quality in gas packaging it keeps the 
quality but only for a very short time. If you 
want to keep the pita longer you have to add 
preservation products. This means that you 
really only have the shape of a pita but with 
no flavour. We shock freeze the pita right 
after it has been baked and therefore conserve 
all the flavour and texture. Naturally this is 
more expensive as the bread has to be kept 
frozen until it reaches the chef’s kitchen. But 
that’s when you know that you have the best 
quality by far.” One it is out of the freezer 
how do you work it? “You can thaw it in 
the bag at room temperature and then eat it 
cold. Personally I prefer to put it in the oven 
at 120oC/248oF for five minutes with a bit of 
steam. When it’s warm it really enhances the 
flavour. Lightly toasted or filled from a grill 
also creates beautiful results.

This is REAL Pita!
Pierre and Mounir are people who live for 
their pita. It really hurts them that people 
in general consider pita just like a dry bun 
(shoarma) that is often eaten after people 
have been drinking. “Our pita is quite 
flexible and doesn’t break when filled and has 
a delicious and tasty crust.” Mounir adds: 
“In spite of that we still call our bread “pita” 
because ours is the way pita should be. The 
rest of the world should change its name,” he 
says with a smile. We totally agree, because 
anyone who tastes their pita will never 
think of a dry bun shoarma again. To make 
even a stronger point, their bread deserves 
a place in gastronomy; the possibilities are 
endless.

In the Bakery
Now we know everything about pita, it’s 
time to see how it’s being made. Although 
Pierre is a little nervous we might expose 
the little secrets of his perfect pita, he still 
proudly takes us to the bakery. “As you know 
it all starts with four simple ingredients: 
flour, water, salt and yeast, nothing else. 
After kneading the basic dough we give it lots 
of time to ferment. Regular bread is usually 
formed into a ball, then flattened to have it 
rise again and then it’s quickly baked. That 
causes stress in the dough. We have developed 
a track to roll out the fermented dough in 
a relaxing way so no air will be lost and it 
will be processed completely stress free.” The 

rolled out dough goes through a machine 
where it is cut in the desired format and 
the remnants of that are used again for 
the basic dough. After the cutting the 
track continues to run slowly to end up 
in the proofing area. Although we are 
not allowed to know how long it stays in 
there, we do know that the temperature 
is 32oC/90oF with a humidity level of 
68%. Nothing is forced. “We take time 
for the proofing process. After all, bread 
making is not much different than wine 
making: the more time the better it is.” 
The assembly line continues and the 
buns come to an end in the oven. The 
gas-induced oven is heated from the top 
and bottom, almost to 500oC/930oF. The 
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baking process is only 50 seconds and the 
pitas will look like a perfect soufflé. We are 
allowed to see how the flat buns go into 
this extreme heat and indeed look like 
they explode within a minute. The baked 
buns are transferred through a cool tower 
and a metal detector and packaged at 
40oC/105oF in small plastic bags and then 
immediately moved to a shock freezer. The 
bread is frozen within one hour and has 
kept all its flavour and quality.

Quality always wins
We really should write an ode to the 
exterior, the smell, the crust and the 
flavour of the pita of Nina Bakery, so we 
will. This bread doesn’t even come close 
to our idea of pita bread. You must taste 
this bread to know what we mean. We 
are convinced that you will never open a 
chemically induced (gas) package again. 
Besides that, it will by now have been clear 
to you that pita has a lot more possibilities 
than just filling it with meat. It’s perfectly 
suitable for cutting in chips and dip in 
good olive oil or as they do in Israel with 
olive oil and humus based on chickpeas 
and tahina. The pita can be filled in many 
different ways and used in a wide range of 
assortments as a small tapa. Pierre: “Pita 
for us is what a baguette is for the French, we 
eat it all day and with everything. Because 
of its neutral flavour it’s very versatile and 
can be combined with anything. We have 
about five sizes from about 18 gram and 6 
cm to 15 cm in diameter, weighing up to 100 
gram. We also have an oval shape with even 
more possibilities. All sizes are also available 
in whole grain. My favourite way of eating 
pita is when it’s slightly toasted with olive oil 
and sea salt.”
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Europe
As we talk about the possibilities of pita 
bread, Pierre thinks immediately of 
Europe.
“In Europe our pita is exclusive and doesn’t 
belong to daily bread. We notice that chefs 
start to think out of the box when it comes 
to ideas. I have already seen it used as 
croutons or as the bottom of some kind 
of pizza.” About 6 years ago the Nehmeh 
family played with the idea to introduce 
pita bread to chefs outside Israel so they 
will be able to taste what real pita bread 
is.“Unfortunately everything we see in 
your areas is much cheaper. We are more 
expensive because of customs’ certificates 
and freezing transportation.We have to 
really convince chefs of the quality of 
our product. That can only happen if you 
have the right people and we found her 
in Limburg in the Netherlands. Marlies 
Wolters represents us all over Europe. Some 
people are a bit hesitant when they hear the 
price, but once they have tasted the bread, 
they are quite willing to pay a bit extra. The 
guest really tastes the difference!”

46
zoMEr 2011



Dreams

Since our visit to Haifa, we have a totally 
different opinion and are very happy to 
have learned what real pita bread is. It is 
a big dream for Mounir and Pierre that 
the perception will be better understood 
in the Netherlands and Belgium. Pierre: 
“I personally dream that pita can compete 
with European bread and that people start 
to think beyond sour dough or baguettes 
with their meal. We have so many dreams, 
but if you want to bring these into fruition 
we have to bridge the gap and teach 
Europeans the difference in what they 
perceive as pita and what real pita is.” We 
are converted and know what we want in 

our breadbasket from now on.

Nina Bakery
tel. 0031 475 481 998
marlies.wolters@ninabakery.eu
www.ninabakery.eu
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