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L 
oca1e d a few miles 
northeast of Green Bay in 
po r1i ons of Brow n. 
Kewa unee . and Doo r 

Coun1ies lies an area settled between 
1853 and 1857 by Walloon speaking 
Belgians (Holand. 1933: Lempereur, 
1976: Tlachac. 1974 ). 

After ove r 120 yea rs of 
settlement 1he Belgians ' attachment to 
thi s land on 1he back s lope of the 
Niagara cuesta remains fim1. During 
1h ese years a unique c ult u ra l 
landscape has evolved that is evident 
to even the casual observer. 

Some of th e p lace names -
Brussels, Namur. and Rosiere - add 
a strong European 1lavor. The modest 
red brick rarmhouses and adjacent log 
barns appear distinctive. Even to tbe 
untrained ear the English spoken by 
the locals can be recognized as being 
differe nt from mos t ''rnid­
wes terneze.'' If one were to visi t a 
Belgi an home o r join in a n area 
church picnic, some of the foods such 
as )11 11 , trippe, and /.:.aset wou ld be 
unfamiliar 10 mo s!. The more 
observant v is ito r may s pot the 
c haract eri s1i c Belg ian roadside 
c ha pels. which are frequentl y 
mist<iken for mi spl aced outhouses. 
Clearly, these features provide many 
resea rc h opportunities for th e 
historical-cultural geographer. 
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Thi s a rti cle focuses o n yet 
another compo ne nt of the Belgian 
settlement area - the o utdoor bake 
oven. Thjs small re lic feature is often 
obscured by more imposing farmstead 
structures. and is vinual ly ignored. It 
is the intent of the authors to 
eventually ana lyze other aspects o f 
Belgian settlement in detail , but we 
have been sti·mulated by Yoder to 
in vestigate the ove n firs t. Yoder 
( 1972: 343) reminds us that " research 
into the bake oven s hould be of 
immediate concern .. . . They need to be 
photographed , measured , and 
careful ly described. " Thi s 
ad monition certainly applies to the 
ovens o f northea ste rn Wiscons in , 
because they are disappearing rapidly 
from the rural scene. The published 
work on ovens is modest. The 
authors fo und the works by Kniffen 
( 1960: 25-35) and Long ( 1962-3: 
11 - 32 and 1972: 134- 155) mo st 
useful. 

Form, Material a nd F unction 

The oven is a separate structure, 
although it does s hare a common 
gable end with the familiar summer 
kitchen. The kitchen, also a re li c 
structure, is general ly located a fe w 
steps from the back door of the house. 
Access to the oven's 
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fire/ bakin g cham ber was gained 
through the s ummer kitc hen. The 
oven rested on a platform constructed 
of local do lomite and stood 4 feet 
( 1.25 m) high, measured 7 1/2 feet 
(2.3 m) wide and extended 6 1/2 feet 
(2. 1 m) beyond the gable end of the 
s ummer kit chen. On top of this 
pla1 form the oven was constructed. 
The oven was oval , resembling tbe 
shape of an egg that has been halved 
lengthwise and la id flat down on the 
pla tform. The interior of the oval­
domed fire/baking chamber measured 
2 feet (.6 m) at the highest part, 4 1/3 
feet ( 1.3 m) wide, and 5 3/4 feet (1.7 
rn ) dee p o r long . A small door, 
approximately 20 inches (50 cm) 
square , located 28 inches (71 cm) 
above the kitchen floor level provided 
access to the oven. 

B 
ricks made from local clays 
were used in constructing 
the fire/baking chamber and 
the chimney, which was 

built into the gable end of the summer 
kitchen. After the base was lrud, wet 
sand was heaped on the platform, 
packed and molded until the required 
domed shape was attained. Using the 
sand core as a form, bricks were lrud 
to produce the required shape. The 
same lime mortar used for bonding 
the brick was applied to the entire 
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The oven i1self is O\'a/, resembling the shape of an egg 1hat has been halved leng1hwise and laid flat-side down. To protec1 the oven from 
damage. a roof was built orer 1he entire strncmre. Access to the 01·en'sfirelbaking chamber was gained tlmmgh the s11mmer kitchen. 
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surface of the structure, thus sealing 
it. After the morta r hardened, the 
sand core was re moved, and the 
interior of the fire/baking chamber 
was given the same treatment. Since 
baking was accomplished by radiated 
heat, the dimensions of the oven were 
critical. If the oven was too small the 
bread burned, and if it was too large, 
baking would be slow and uneven. 
To protect the oven from damage, a 
roof was construc ted over the ent ire 
struc ture. The roof was frame and 
extended down to the platform . A 
square door, 22 inches (56 cm) on a 
side, in the gable gave access to the 
oven's domed ex terior for periodic 
repair to the mortar. 

B 
aking was do ne weekly, 
usually on a Saturday, and 
more often at harvest-time, 
the day preceding holidays, 

and the kirmess (Jeanquart, 1976). 
The kirmess (literally church mass) is 
an au tumn fest ival cele brating the 
harvest season. A fire was started in 
the fire/baking chamber and a llowed 
to burn un ti l the desi red baking 
temperature was atta ined. Smoke 
from the ftre was drawn up a chimney 

The roof over the baking 
chamber has been removed, 
reveali11g the domed exterior 
·Of this oven on its original 
sire. The local dolomire 
used for co11srructio11 of 1he 
ki1che11 and oven base is 
also evident. The presence 
of D1: Calkins suggesrs some 
sense of scale. 
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situated in the wal l common to the 
oven and kitchen. Two measurements 
were used to determine the ac tual 
bakin g te mpera ture . Th e baker, 
usually the experie nced farm wife, 
wo uld wa tch the oven 's inte ri or. 
When a w hi te powder coated the 
chamber walls, it was fe lr that the 
ove n was r ead y for baking. The 
second method was probably used 
less frequently. This required an ann 
to be placed in the oven. If the arm 
hair was singed, the oven was ready. 
T hen unburned wood, coa ls, and 
ashes were rake d in to a cav ity 
immediately be low the chimney. 
Rec tangula r baking pans of bread 
dough were placed into the oven with 
a large paddle. As many as 24 loaves 
could be baked at one time. After the 
pans were inserted , a heavy iron door, 
mounted on hinges or designed to fir 
brackets, was put in place; the oven 
was sealed and baking commenced. 
The exac t baki ng time remains a 
mystery. A typical respondent replied 
that the "bread was baked until done" 
(LeMe nse, 1978). After the bread 
was baked and re moved from the 
oven, the residual heat was used to 

bake pies. The typical Belgian pie, 

unl ike the fami liar fruit pie, was small 
(7 inches or 18 cm. in diameter). thin. 
and lacked a top crust. The common 
fi llings were e ither prune, raisin, rice, 
or dried apple. The pie was covered 
with a thin layer o f cottage cheese. As 
many as thirty pies were baked at one 
time. 

Number, Distribution and Origin 

The locatio ns o f 18 ovens have 
been confumed. Of the 18, only three 
are no longer standing. but thei r 
existence and precise sites have been 
corroborated. The remaining fifteen, 
while standing and clearly visible, are 
in various sta tes of repair. With a 
modest amount of ·attention three or 
four of the ovens could be placed in 
work ing co nd itio n. Be lgians 
inrerviewed in the field indicated that 
at one rime nearly every fann in the 
area had an outdoor oven. Most of 
them were attac hed to the s ummer 
k itc he n as de sc ribed a bove. In 
addition, informants suggested that 
the free-stand ing oven was built and 
utili zed by some area farme rs . 
Unfortunately none of this type has 
been found through field research or 
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identified through old photographs. 
Whereas the current distributional 

pattern does not show any strong 
tendencies, there appears ro be some 
c lustering near the communities of 
Namur and Ros iere. The adj acent 
areas surrounding these two vi llages 
form the co re of rhe Be lg ian 
senlement area. 

I 
t is c lear th a t the Wiscons in 
oven had its origin in Belgium. 
In a comprehens ive monograph 
Weyns ( 1963) detai ls th e o ld 

world Bel g ian antecedent. Pho to­
graph s and sketches provided by 
Wey ns reve al a great dea l of 
s imilarit y in th e form. buildin g 
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materials, and junction of the ovens 
on both sides of th Atlantic. However. 
some exceptions to these generali ­
za tions are apparent. In Belgium the 
free-standing oven was not a rarity as 
it w as in th e United States. The 
presence of the free-s tanding oven 
th e re may be at tr ibut ed to the 
moderate marine west coast climate, 
the fear of fire, and the fact that some 
of th e ovens in Be lg ium we re 
communal. Several fam il ies util ized 
one oven. which was, as a result, in 
a lma t constant use. Dispersed rural 
settl emenr in Wiscons in made the 
co mmuna l use o f the oven 
impractical. 

Another diffe re nce is found in 

CFC & WGL 

co nstruction materials. In the o ld 
country, brick was used consistently 
for the fire/baking chamber and for 
the platform upon which it rested. 
Amon g Wisconsin Be lg ians loca l 
limes to ne was used for the latter 
purpose, because early on limestone 
was more readi ly available and less 
expens ive th an la rge quantities o f 
brick. 

more li mited use -
exclusively for baking -
was charac teristic of the A Wi sconsin oven. Weyns 

( 1963) reported a greate r varie ty of 
uses including drying small fruits and 
seeds, roas tin g large quantities o f 
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meat. baking herring, and 
dis infecting feath e r beds and the 
clothes of the dead. 

Summary and Conclusions 

The outdoor oven was once a 
common feature in the ensemble of 
farm structures in northeas tern 
Wisconsin. Its location was restricted 
to the portion of the s tate den sely 
senled by Belgians during the 1850s. 
Continued use of the outdoor oven 
diminished with the introduction of 
the stove. As a consequence only a 
few ovens remain. Although modest 
in size and simp le in form and 
function, the structure was essential to 
the rural household. It is hoped rhat 
some of the typical Be lgian 
farmsteads, with their brick houses, 
log barns, chapels, ovens, and other 
elements of material culture will be 
preserved in situ. Failing that, steps 
s hould be taken immediate ly to 
incorporate such a farmstead into Old 
World Wisconsin, an outdoor ethnic 
muse um focusing on a rchitec ture, 
loca ted near Milwaukee, and 
sponsored by the State His torical 
Society. 
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Epilogue 

This anicle originally appeared in 
Pio nee r America Society Tran s­
actions, Vo lume JI (The Society, 
University of Akron, I 979), as "The 
Be lgia n Outdoor Ovens of 
Northeas tern Wisco nsin .·' It is 
reprinted here with the permission of 
Lhe Transactions editor. 

Since th e articl e was first 
published , the authors ' concluding 
wish has come true. not in Old World 
Wisconsin but at Heritage Hill State 
Park in Gree n Bay. Today at Lh is 
park , the reader can see not only a 
Be lgian bake oven but an entire 
B e lgian farm stead as it may have 
appeared around 1905. 

According to literature provided 
by the park, the buildings that make 
up the farm are original , al though 
they come from different farms in 
northeastern Wisconsin. The Massart 
famil y of Rosiere, Wisconsin , donated 
the summer kitchen to wh ich the oven 
was a11ached. The kitchen was built 
with Ii mes tone wall s, cedar Jogs to 
ho ld the roof in place , and cedar 
shingles. In the restoration, the stones 
we re numbered as they we re 
di sman tl ed so th ey co uld be 
reassembled with fidelity to th e 
original. Built in 1902, the summer 
kitchen was used by the Massart 
family until 1932. 
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