
Baking Bread 
1911 vs Today

Rich Helms 
OnBreadAlong.com 

Rich@RichHelms.com

Lucy Maud Montgomery
Lived in the manse at Leaskdale from 1911 to 1926 

Bread baking: 1911 vs Now

Lucy Maud Montgomery lived in 
Leaskdale from 1911 to 1926. The LMM 
Society approached me about doing a 
luncheon talk on how she would have 
made bread when she moved in versus 
now.

I found this fascinating to examine the 
norms and techniques in 1911.

Gold Medal 
Flour Cook Book - 1910

Flour companies are a popular source of 
baking recipe books. My personal 
favourite is the King Arthur Flour site 
and book from the US flour maker. 

This book is now available in the public 
domain



Skill Level

• In 1911 cook books assumed: 

• General cooking/baking knowledge 

• Teacher: mother, grandmother or aunt 

• Cook books now assume: 

• Know how to reheat with a microwave

Microwave - not how to control it. Just 
select number of seconds

Let’s walk through the recipe one line at 
a time. We can examine it in the context 
of 1911 vs now.

Time: 5 hours - 3 ferment, 1 proof, 1 
bake

Sour dough would up this to more like 
8-10 hours

Buying Ingredients

• Today - Appearance, convenience, price, shelf  life 

• 1911 - Shelf  life, quality 

• 1920’s first refrigerator



Scald Milk

• Heat to just below boiling 

• Kill bacteria 

• Change enzymes and deactivates whey proteins to 
improve rise (leaven) 

• Pasteurization does almost the same thing 

• 1938 Pasteurization made mandatory in Ontario

Milk in 1911 was probably whole milk 
from a local farmer. 

It was not pasteurized nor kept in a 
refrigerator 

Flour and Yeast

• Water + flour forms gluten 

• Gives dough elastic quality 

• Traps bubbles of  CO2 released by yeast 

• “Yeast eats flour, farts carbon dioxide and pees 
alcohol.” 

• Fermenting and proofing the dough breaks down 
the flour.

Give a man flour and water and he will 
die of starvation. Let him bake bread 
with proper fermentation and he can 
sustain life indefinitely. The fermentation 
breaks down the flour and releases 
nutrients and flavours.

Bread is a cousin of beer. Both start with 
wheat, water and yeast. Beer uses the 
yeast to produce alcohol and discards 
the CO2 except in the bottling. Bread 
uses the yeast to produce CO2 to make 
the dough rise and burns off the alcohol 
during baking.

Yeast Sources

• Package of  fresh yeast cake 

• Lasts 1-2 weeks 

• 2 months in an ice chest 

• 1920’s first refrigerator 

• Sourdough - raise your own 

• Natural wild yeast 

• No cost if  bread made daily

Today we mostly use Active Dry Yeast or 
Instant Yeast. Shelf life of one year. 
Active yeast has to be activated with 
water first. Instant yeast does not. 
Instant yeast can substitute for Active 
yeast with no recipe change. Instant 
yeast is faster so fermentation and 
proofing may need to be shortened



Salt

Salt serves four purposes in a bread recipe 

1. Enhance flavour 

2. Helps build gluten structure 

3. Preservative 

4. Slow down yeast growth

Removing salt from a recipe will affect 
fermentation and proofing times. 

Adding more will slow rising so more 
time may be needed

Wheat Kernel

• Endosperm 83% - Starch, 
carbohydrates, protein and some 
vitamins and minerals 

• Bran 14.5% - Outer shell. Fibre 
and B vitamins 

• Germ 2.5 % - Embryo. Oils, 
vitamin E and B complex. 

• Embryo of  the grain 

• Goes rancid in one month

Flour

• Stone ground whole grain 

• Shelf  life of  one month  

• Roller mills enabled cheap white flour 

• White flour was desired as clean 

• Shelf  life of  one year 

• Gould Flour in  
Uxbridge

Contaminants were dirty. Poor people 
used dark flour.

White flour was a sign of clean and pure.



Flours

• All Purpose  - protein (11-12%) 

• Endosperm 

• Bread Flour - Hard wheat - more protein (12-13%) 

• Whole Wheat Flour 

• Endosperm + bran [no germ] 

• This flour contains at least 95% of  the whole wheat berry 

• Whole Grain Whole Wheat Flour - 100% of  grain 

The portion of the kernel that is removed 
for this purpose contains much of the 
germ and some of the bran.

The standard for whole wheat flour in 
Canada's Food and Drug Regulations 
permits up to 5% of the wheat kernel to 
be removed to help reduce rancidity and 
prolong the shelf life of whole wheat 
flour.

Ferment and Proof

• Bulk Ferment 3 hours - Double in size 

• Ferment ripe test 

• Modern fast commercial yeast - 1 to 2 hours 

• Punch down, shape 

• Proof  1 hour - Double in size 

• Proof  ripe test 

• Prove the yeast is still alive

Fermentation and Proofing are the rises 
when yeast eats carbohydrates from the 
endosperm, releasing CO2 and causing 
the dough to rise.

The final rise is called “Proof” to prove 
the yeast is still alive. 


Lucy’s Stove at Mance

• Bake 45 - 60 minutes, in a moderate 
oven 

• Master Climax 

• Made by Guelph Stove Co 

• In 1921 or later 

• High end stove 

• Has an oven thermometer 

• Original stove would not have a 
thermometer and been more basic

This is the stove at the home. It is not 
original. An oven thermometer was not 
introduced until 1920’s. The Master 
Climax model came out in 1921.



Baking without a 
Thermometer

• Ovens need about 1 - 1.5 hours to heat up 

• Testing Temperature 

• Throw in a small amount of  flour into a clean 
oven 

• If  it browns in under a minute the temp is right 

• If  it turns black quickly the oven is too hot

Light stove as proof starts. Building the 
right fire was a baking skill. 

Bread done?
• Tap on bottom for hollow sound

The final “rise” is when the dough is first 
put in the over. 

The yeast speeds up as the temp grown, 
moist dough creates steam and the 
alcohol evaporates which inflates the 
loaf until the crust hardens. This is called 
“oven-spring.” You score the loaf to 
control the spring.


