Upper Valley Waldorf School Pizza Oven Project September 2009

By Linda Johanson

Dear Farm to School Members, 

Thank you for supporting our school garden and farming project. Here is an update on our activities so far since we received your support. Our farm contact is the Jen and Ian Lutz Alpaca Farm in Ascutney. They have generously provided all our straw and hay feed, animal and feed, vet services and fences. 
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This fall the third grade, of the Upper Valley Waldorf School  and their teacher, Linda Johanson, built a cob oven to bake pizza from vegetables grown in the garden. We were serving 250 people pizza for our annual harvest festival on October 2nd. thanks to the daily guidance and hard work of Doug Weyerts from  Weyerts Construction and Charles Umpleby of Umpleby’s Bakery in Hanover, N.H.
Our school garden now includes 8 beds of vegetables and flowers, 16 chickens and two merino lambs. [image: image2.jpg]


 

September 18th-25th:The Dragon Oven Comes Alive! 

The design for the dragon oven comes from the book written by Kiko Denzer about building earth ovens. We followed his instructions with great attention to every detail and went over and over every sentence carefully. This book is the best way to get results that last if you pay attention to the process with great exactitude and rigor. 
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Here you see the first stage- making a stone masonry base. On September 18th, 2009 we began putting stones down into the ground. 
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The third graders brought 112 rocks from home. Each family has a unique part of their life in the oven cemented into its structure, and the geography of a large part of the Connecticut River Valley and eastern Vermont is represented in its base, with rocks from Norwich to Etna, New Hampshire and Mt. Ascutney. 

We mixed mortar with sand, water and cement and built a solid base for the oven. The site was mixed ledge and sand beneath, draining down the hillside.

The stone base for the oven we were building was then covered in two inches of clean masonry sand. Then we laid a layer of fire bricks over it before we mounded a dome of wet sand. 
The temperatures in Vermont that week were in the high 70’s. The conditions were pleasant and sunny. In a couple of weeks or even days it would be too cold to mix the straw with bare feet. We had to keep the project moving! 
We built up a simple supporting sand mound shaped like a half dome on Monday over the new stone base from clean, wet, store-bought  masonry sand and pounded it firmly in place with hands and sticks from the woods.

The students then covered the smooth sand dome with wet newspapers. This would tell us when to stop digging sand out later on. On Tuesday we went to dig clay out of our teacher’s garden in Hartland, Vermont. The clay was layered beneath the grassy sod layer and the rich topsoil. [image: image4.jpg]



We tested it the weekend before with three tests.  

We did a squeeze test- drop a hand-shaped tennis ball sized sample of soil on a slate tile and see what it does. It did not crack or splat but kept its spherical shape so we knew it was good oven clay. 
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In the last test we made adobe bricks with varying amounts of sand and water mixed into the clay garden soil to study the tensile and compression strength of the samples. 
We found it was naturally mixed in a ratio of about 15 % clay, 60 % silt and 25 % sand. This was from putting dirt into a Mason jar and adding water, then letting it settle. The layers show the composition of the soil. That told us that we did not have to add any sand for a strong clay shell. 
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During our trip to Hartland we also harvested beans, parsley, peas and peppers. Bags of fresh vegetables were given to school families at pick-up time. 

When we returned to school we had to unload a pick- up truck full of clay. The next day we added water to the clay and some straw. Then we mixed it barefoot on the ground and formed it into fist-sized balls. Normal academic third grade classes were conducted at the oven building site so the learning was fully integrated- French and German songs to mix the clay, songs about times tables practiced for math kept the spirit and practicality of the cob mixing moving along with joy.  Third graders worked together as a social family tirelessly all day so we could finish the two layers of the oven. 

 Here on Wednesday you can see Doug helping Marion to carefully press round balls of the feet-mixed clay to form a two inch shell over the sand dome. The sand will support the clay while it dries. We will eventually dig the sand out with a long-handled spoon. The cavity that remains is the baking oven.  It took about a week of drying for us to feel ready to take out the sand. We used a few left over fire bricks to hold open the door opening while it was drying. 
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This is what it looked like when we shoveled the clay soil onto a tarp at school. It was mixed with water using the unique power of feet, laughter, singing and dancing. Here we are singing a round about the sun, earth and moon turning around in circles.
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We are making a cob-clay pizza oven shaped like a dragon with a front facing throat and head over a chimney. Here the stovepipe got inserted into the clay layer so the dragon could blow smoke out of its neck and mouth. The children make finger and handprints on the shell to textureize the surface. This helps the next layer adhere better. 
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We mixed a second, “fat “ 8-9 inch layer of cob which is clay mixed with straw cut into fine lengths with the school lawn mower. Clay, water and straw are here being mixed by feet powered by barefoot third graders on a warm day in September. 
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The week prior to baking we made small fires with charcoal and heated the inside dome to about 5-700 degrees every day for five days. 
The big pot belly of the dragon will hold a 10 inch round pizza on its firebrick baking floor. The dragon got clay scales, a tail and feet. It will have lost wax cast side claws to hold the peel, mop, brush and scuffle. The tools to clean out the hot coals were made of wood to fit the oven opening .
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During our Michaelmas festival On October 2nd, the oven temperature reached 7-800 degrees and held that for about 90 minutes to bake about 75 10 inch pizzas. Charles the Baker is laying out pizza dough on trays at the festival.
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The second stage of the community oven this fall is to construct a simple metal roof to protect it from snow and rain. Inspired dragon artisans at school, guided by sculptor Jeffery Simpson of Fossil Glass, Woodstock are also currently working on a decorative second sheath to cover the steel dragon head with pounded copper with copper wings. 
Linda Johanson 
