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FOREWORD

The brick bake oven literally and figuratively occupied the central spot in the minds and homes of most early families. From its warm, dark recesses came forth the aroma of baking goodies; and sure enough, mouth-watering, crusty, browned delicacies, rolls and bread were pulled out with regularity. On “baking day” the members of the house gathered around and eagerly awaited the opportunity to “test” the delectable, soft-baked bread slathered with freshly churned butter.

Most of us modern-day folk have never even smelled bread being baked except when driving by a large commercial bakery, much less the aroma of bread baking in a brick oven. As a small child I can remember my Aunt Cassie baking bread, and also can recall the chewy texture, crispy crust and the marvelous, tasty, soft inside of each slice. I suppose I never gave the origin of this flavorful food a second thought. After all, usually one merely had to drive to the nearest store and pick a loaf from the rows and rows of similarly-shaped but differently colored packages lining the shelves. My aunt’s bread was a distinctly rare treat. But even hers was baked in a new-fangled gas range, and lacked the taste of bread baked in an oven that had been fired with apple wood and other such varieties of fuel.

Lately we have had a large number of inquiries at the SPNEA* which relate to various aspects of using a brick bake oven. Many, many people are eager to try their hand at the ultimate in the make-your-own experience: baking in a brick oven. However, the subject seems to be clouded with mystique; it seems that since this operation was so well known to the average household, even Fannie Farmer’s grandmother never wrote a book about the subject. All homemakers learned their lessons early and well, and simple information on how and where to start the fire, when you know the oven is hot enough, how long to bake, and so on, is practically lost to history. In a similar fashion, questions relating to the repair and reconstruction of bake ovens went unanswered. Sources of plans, what bricks and mortar to use — these relatively simple techniques and materials were also lost to history. Unfortunately, there are few, if any, reliable sources one can be directed to for definitive answers.

Richard Bacon has, in this book, made some tremendous strides in allowing us to understand once again the bake oven. He has furnished us with practical information not only for building a bake oven, but also how to operate one. The book is a straightforward, well-documented work which traces the history of the bake oven in America and then outlines many of the types and styles in existence. He continues with up-to-date information on repairing and rebuilding an oven, and follows with operating techniques.

This book serves a dual purpose of providing much-needed scholarly information for use by the various professionals in the field, and at the same time gives the homeowner a reliable, practical source to help him rebuild and reuse a long-forgotten American art.

David M. Hart

Director, Consulting Services

Society for the Preservation of

New England Antiquities


Note

* Society for the Preservation of New England Antiquities







1 The Evolution of the Home-Use Brick Bake Oven

In most New England households — particularly in rural areas far from the coastal centers of wealth and fashion or where regional pride and habit continued to dictate the lifestyle — the wood-fired brick bake oven was an indispensable part of the kitchen from shortly after the time of settlement until as recently as a hundred years ago. Today, where homesteaders have an available supply of wood and the will to experiment with alternative ways of preparing food in an energy-threatened world, interest in the home bake oven is being rekindled. So, too, is the hunt for those once common cooking utensils — the spiders, rakes and trivets, salamanders, metal peels, tongs, cranes, pots, Dutch ovens and clockwork jacks — that were often essential when food was prepared over an open fire and in the adjacent bake oven.

The brick bake oven was a surprisingly simple structure for a mason to incorporate in the fireplace complex when a house was being built or renovated. It consisted of a flat hearth, coursed brick walls, a domed roof, and a rectangular or arched opening at the bottom of the front end to serve the double purpose of inserting and extracting fuel and food.

To learn to operate one effectively only required a supply of seasoned wood and time. Despite the many variations in size, location, and construction that can be seen in original home bake ovens in the northeast, the functional procedure for operating all of them is the same: build and maintain a fire on the oven hearth until the required temperature is reached, rake out the coals, insert prepared foods, and — while these cook — seal in the heat.

Both the steps and the basic design of the oven itself have hardly changed over the centuries since man first learned to bake in a preheated, self-radiating enclosure.
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In hot climates, the bake oven of primitive cultures is still a semi-permanent, free-standing unit outdoors. Using the ground as the hearth, it is made with sun-dried adobe brick and plastered over with layers of mud or clay. While the isolated location helps disperse the heat generated in the firing up process, it also exposes the oven to weathering; therefore, repeated chinking with additional layers of mud is part of a standard maintenance program.

When early settlers first arrived in this country, they undoubtedly carried with them the knowledge of the wattle-and-clay-daub ovens they had left behind in northern Europe. Their design probably took its inspiration from an even older form — the beeskep or thatched beehive, a name by which it is still commonly known today. In the first settlements these were also isolated from the house because their wooden framework proved to be a fire hazard. Even if the wattles did not ignite as the oven was being heated, the greater fluctuations of New England weather created more problems. Layers of wet clay were continuously applied to the dome-shaped exterior to combat wind erosion, the freezing and thawing of water, and to help retain cooking heat. Because of their impermanence, none of those originally exposed bake ovens remains to be studied. A few, however, have been reconstructed in restored villages to help visitors recall some of the conditions under which the first arrivals to this country lived.

Because English immigrants to the southern Atlantic seaboard quickly found abundant claybanks, brick making there became an early Colonial industry. As a result, bake oven construction was more permanent and its operation less hazardous. Still isolated from the main house and operated under the prevailing plantation system, the oven was sheltered in an outbuilding where the numerous tasks of cooking for the household were concentrated.

From the middle-Atlantic states northwards — after the first decades of settlement — bake ovens were more apt to be built as a structural part of the masonry chimney in the house proper. Sometimes they were located in the gable end within the fireplace and, being deeper, often projected beyond the outside wall where their basic dome-shaped construction showed even though clayed or plastered over to retard erosion and retain heat.

In northern New England — where seasonal temperature variations are the greatest and heat from every available source must be utilized to help homesteaders get through the long winters more comfortably — the oven became part of the central masonry core that started in the cellar and ran up through the peak of the roof. This included most of the fireplaces and flues of the house. The oven hearth and domed roof were then concealed behind wooden or plastered partitions that divided the rooms. When the oven was in operation, this additional radiating heat was a further benefit once cold weather came.

There are bake ovens in New England and southwards that were built with field stone or dressed granite. As soon as brick making was an established industry, however, bricks became the more common construction material. Their regular shape made them easy to work with. They also responded more quickly to intense heat and continued to radiate it more effectively for longer periods. Kiln fired bricks often resist cracking and spalling more effectively than stone and even if they should powder or break after continuous use, they can be replaced more handily when the oven needs to be restored.

Dimensions of the brick bake oven were determined in part by the amount of space that could be devoted to it within the masonry core, by the changing needs of each household, and by the availability of workable building material. As families grew and households expanded, several bake ovens were often built under the same roof to meet seasonal demands and fluctuating numbers of people to be fed. A moderate-size oven in the kitchen was often suitable for daily family fare, but home production could be increased — or cooking activities transferred during hot summer months — by utilizing additional bake ovens in the hall, cellar, or ell.

Even the position of the kitchen bake oven in the chimney core shifted, as local masons and their apprentices expressed practical preferences for one location or another. Whether to build an oven into the right or left back wall of the kitchen fireplace — the position common in the earliest examples — or how to determine the height of the oven hearth from the floor may have been decided solely by their pragmatic diagnosis of the space they had to work with or by their experience and craftsmanship. It is interesting to speculate, however, that there must have been as many determined housewives in Colonial times as there are today who had an eye towards future convenience and efficiency rather than an ear towards rational argument as their bridal houses were being raised. Perhaps they could foresee — being strongly right- or left-handed themselves and of a certain build and stature — how to make the placement of the oven better suit their desires and, more to the point, how to convince the bricklayer to conform to them.

While studying or renovating an old house today, one is continuously struck by the ingenious and often flexible accomplishments of early masons. Variation on a simple theme was the rule. Many extant brick bake ovens have been rebuilt over the years to make necessary repairs, to reduce the size or change the shape, or to institute valid improvements in a constant process of modernizing cooking facilities. Some of these changes may have been from pure whimsey; others, to accommodate a new wife to the ways of an old house.

Those ovens that were successful in one house must often have been copied or adapted as communities expanded, as, compared to those of other regions, brick bake ovens in New England tend to vary very little in dimension, location, and structural technique. Some ovens have round hearths, broken only by the oven opening; others have deeper, oval floors. Some angle slightly to one side or the other. Many built in the mid-18th century have plastered facades or can be hidden by a raised panel or sheathed wooden door to keep them from sight when not in use. Much of this individuality depended on the skill of the craftsman — abetted by the housewife’s suggestions — and on the means of the homeowner.
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