
The Authentic 
Pretzel

Food historian susan McLeLLan PLaisted  

shares her exPerience oF Making PretzeLs  

in the historicaL Manner.



ooks de-
vised 
many re-
ceipts 
(recipes) 
for pre-
paring 
and bak-
ing pret-

zels that contain a multitude 
of ingredients, but my goal 
was to prepare pretzels made 
with the basic ingredients of 
yeast, bread flour, warm water, 
and salt.

I dissolved three table-
spoons of yeast in one-quarter 
cup of warm water and let it 
sit. After weighing the equiva-
lent of four and one-quarter 
cups of bread flour, I mixed 
the flour with two teaspoons 
of salt, yeast, and one addi-
tional cup of warm water.

Then I kneaded the dough 
for approximately ten minutes 
until it was firm, soft, and vel-
vety to the touch. 

I formed the dough into 
one large ball, buttered all 
surfaces, and let it rise until it 
doubled in bulk, which took 
about one hour. 

Once it had doubled in 
size, I punched down the 
dough and divided it into 
twelve small balls for rolling. 

It was important to use 
very little flour in rolling the 
individual balls into foot-long 
strands about the diameter of 
rush (about one-quarter of an 
inch). 

I then twisted each strand 
into a pretzel shape and placed 
it on parchment paper. Be-
cause I was going to use the 
lye method, I placed the 
twisted pretzel dough on 
parchment paper on wooden 
drying racks meant for drying 
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foods in a slack bake oven.
NOTE: I would recom-

mend a glaze of one egg yolk 
whisked into one tablespoon 
of milk for home use as lye is 
dangerous.

In German, a pretzel 
dipped in lye solution is called 
a laugenbrezel (lye pretzel). 
The baking time and strength 
of the lye water determine the 
color of the baked pretzels. 
After dipping the pretzels in 
the lye solution, I placed them 
again on parchment paper on 
a tin sheet and placed them in 
a bake oven.  

The oven had been pre-
heated by firing it with wood. 
The interior of the brick oven 
turned black with soot. When 
the soot burned off, the oven 
had retained enough heat for 
baking. A quick or very hot 
oven is needed for baking 
pretzels. (In a modern oven, 
bake the pretzels at 375 de-
grees for about 30 minutes or 
until they turn a deep golden 
brown.)



When my pretzels were 
done, I had fun and used 
Berckheyde’s 1681 painting of 
The Baker as an inspiration to 
display my pretzels on a repro-

duction brezelbaum zum han-
gen (pretzel tree to hang) with 
a basket of bread and blow my 
cow horn. 

The pretzels are ready!

Susan McLellan Plaisted owns Heart to 
Hearth Cookery in Bucks County, Penn-
sylvania, where she offers demonstrations 
of 17th- through 19th-Century colonial 
American, European, and Native American 
cooking methods. She is also the director 
of foodways at Pennsbury Manor, the  
re-created 1680s home of William Penn.

In The Baker, by Dutch painter Job Adriaensz Berckheyde (1630-93), the proprietor 
blows a cow horn to signal to patrons that his breads and pretzels are ready.
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