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BREAD FRESH FROM THE OVEN:
Memories of Italian Breadbaking in the California Mother Lode

by Dr. Julia G. Costello

ABSTRACT

CINDERBLOCK OVEN BUILT in the Italian style by Tony and Maria Cilienti in 1941 in the upper
Jesus Maria drainage. Note the tools used in the operation of the oven: the broom, paddle,
kindling and ash can. Photographed in 1984.

A chain-migration in the 1860s-1880s brought rural Ital-
ian villagers from near Genoa to the southern California
Mother Lode. Among other traditions, that of baking bread
in outdoor ovens preserved over generations until commer-
cial bread became widely available in the 1930s. An ar-
chaeological study of these ovens, begun in 1979, included
site excavation, data analysis, detailed measurements, and

archival research.
Occasional oral in-
terviews also re-
corded the words,
expressions and
feelings of those
who remembered
the ovens use, sto-
ries that were not
addressed by aca-
demic research.
These stories told
by informants may
constitute, ulti-
mately, the more
valuable record of
this historic oven
tradition. Excerpts
from five stories
are presented as
examples of this
rich source of
information.



Calaveras

INTRODUCTION

| have been reporting on the bread-baking ovens of the California
Mother Lode, where | live, for nearly 20 years. Of the nearly 100
ovens recorded to date, about half include oral histories. Usually, there
are only notes from my conversations with informants. Occasionally,
however, | taped an interview and later transcribed it. It was in tran-
scribing that | began to appreciate other stories about the ovens, in
addition to my questions about technologies, processes, and ethnic
affiliations. And, | began to learn that the stories that informants want
to tell about the ovens may constitute, ultimately, more valuable
records of these historical features than the information | had been
asking about. They reflect those aspects of breadbaking that were
important to the people who used the ovens, exactly those aspects
that anthropologists try to discover and understand.

NARRATIVE

Dramatist Anna Deveare Smith has demonstrated that the words
that informants use in telling their stories are perfect for conveying
their message; they are not improved by being paraphrased, con-
densed, summarized, or cleaned up. The following script contains
the words, and stories, of five descendants of Italian immigrants who

remember their families' bread baking in Calaveras County.
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Los Angeles
Flossie Sabatini

Giovanni Garavanta came to the United States in 1867 at
age nine; his parents were from near Genoa. At age 26, he
married 12-year-old Mary Margaret whose parents were also
from the Genoa area, although she had been born in New
York. Giovanni and Margaret, along with Giovanni's brother,
Louis, established a ranch on the Mokelumne River. As one
of their daughters, Bertie Trelease, later related in a letter:
"We raised our own fruit, vegetables, grapes, turkeys, made
our own bread, butter, cheese, sausage, bacon,...sent to Jack-
son once a month for coffee, tea, salt, flour, crackers, chicken
feed when we ran out. That's about all. We were just about
self sustaining."

Margaret bore 17 children, of whom nine lived to adult-
hood. She once had three dead children in bed at the same
time, from dyptheria. The bread oven on the ranch was built
by Giovanni and Louis. Granddaughter Flossie Sabatini, born
in 1914, remembers it being used: "When I was a youngster
down on the ranch with my grandparents, we never paid any
attention how it was made, or whatever, all we would [do
was] eat it, fresh bread with home-made butter. Then as years
went on, I got a little older, I used to take my aunt down, and
my uncle used to build a fire in the oven, so I knew the pro-
cess from then as an older person; and it was still good bread."

Costello: Who did you go down to the ranch with?

Flossie Sabatini: "Aunt Lena. Do you remember Lena Forni
from Moke Hill? She was of the Garavanta family. We would
start out in the morning and go down to the ranch from Moke
Hill; back in the afternoon. It didn't take too long because
he'd have the oven all ready for us when we got there.

Costello: What did he do to get it ready?

Flossie Sabatini: My uncle used to get up very, very early
in the morning to build a fire there and pull the coals out.
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They used to have a big long stick with a rag or something
tied to the end. They didn't have a thermometer, at that time.
He would dip his fingers in water and then flip it in there; and
certain bubbles, then he would know when the oven was ready.

Costello: And then you put the bread in and sealed the door
tight.

Flossie Sabatini: A barley sack. We always had a barley
sack in front and that was half wet. They kept it damp all the
time because you know it would dry out because it was hot; it
could catch on fire. I remember that barley sack and they
would keep it damp, We didn't have doors. There was a piece
of wood there and a wet barley sack and a pole here that held
1t.

Costello: What kind of bread did you make?

Flossi Sabatini: All I remember is just plain white bread, in
the round loaves. And then after it came out from the oven
she used to have a great big, like an ironing board, and they'd
all be standing in a row. And it was just plain white bread.
They didn't have a recipe 'cause they couldn't read or any-
thing at that time. It was made by memory; by hand; the feel
of it. And the crust part! We all fought for that first crust piece.
Oh was that good!

[The families] were humoungous. What could you do with
those wood stoves? Their ovens weren't that big so you
couldn't cook that many loaves of bread in them.

And then people always came to visit so you always
served...you never stepped into anyone's house unless you
[were given] a piece of bread and salami. Sundays there was
always people coming to visit. So there was the bread.

All the different kinds of bread now. You go to the grocery
store there are 6 jillion different kinds of bread. We only
thought there was one kind of bread.

Costello: When did your family stop making bread?

Flossie Sabatini: When they started making bread and sell-



ing it in the stores is when they quit making bread. Well that's
only bread you could get is what you made. You couldn't buy
any bread, you couldn't buy any bread.

Sydney (Babe) Airola

Manuello Airola and Carolina Figura emigrated separately
from near Genoa, Italy. In Calaveras County they met, mar-
ried, and Carolina bore four boys before her husband and
youngest child succumbed to a contagious illness. She re-
married a German-born fiddler and the two went into cattle
ranching. Her second son, Antone, married Louisa De Mar-
tini and they had four children. The youngest, known all his
life as "Babe," was born
in 1902. He remembers
the family oven.

Babe Airola: I made
bread out of it. My
mother made it and I
helped cook it. You
make a fire in there and
heat it, it heats the
oven...You had to have
good wood to warm it
and to heat it. It would
take about an hour or
and hour and a half to
make a big fire in there
to heat it. After it heated
you took an iron hook
and took all the coals out.
Then you took and wet a
big rag or sack and, on a
stick, wiped all the ashes out of the bottom.

Costello: And then you put the bread it?

Babe Airola: When it was clean, then you put the bread in.
It takes about an hour to bake the bread...Mother used it
maybe a couple of times a week. Once a week anyway. There
was a door on it. You had to put wet sack around the door to
seal it tight. And there was an opening in the back end you
had to seal tight when you put the bread in.

Carmenne Cilenti Poore

Michael Antonio (Mike) and Maria Cilenti came to Stock-
ton from Benevento, Italy (near Naples), in 1905. They bought
a ranch in Calaveras County in the 1920s. A fire swept over
the ranch in the 1930s, and they rebuilt the main house and
bread-oven outbuilding, in back of the main house, in 1941.
Their daughter, Carmenne, born in 1914, remembers grow-
ing up on the ranch and her family's bread making.

Costello: Carmenne, who built your oven?

Carmenne Poore: My dad built it. That's the way it worked;
your own family built it. What else. We lived 18 miles from
San Andreas, so there wasn't any oven-maker out there. Ev-
ery family had to have an oven. If they're going to bake bread;
if you have a large family.

THE OVEN BUILT by Antone Airola and Louise de Martini Airola,
ca. 1902, on their ranch above Melones. Photographed 1984.

Costello: So after the fire died down you cleaned the coals
out, before you put the bread in?

Carmenne Poore: The way they would clean it out: my mom
would take the garden hoe and scrape those coals out real
good, then she took a household broom and dipped it in a
bucket of water, I still remember the bucket of water. Then
you dip it there and then take out all those ashes, and then
you put your bread; when the temperature is just right, you
put the bread in.

Costello: How did you make the bread?

Carmenne Poore: We had a great big--about three feet long-
- a big trough?, a bread trough?; and my mom and my older
sister would knead and knead that thing in there. And then,

when I got big enough,
I'd help my sister.
Theirs was a big round
loaf like that; big. And
it was plain white bread
and she put the corn
meal under as I do now.
My mom would put
this huge loaf under her
arm, I still remember
with that darn knife,
that big kitchen knife,
and she'd slice off the
pieces for all of us. It
was all crusty clear
around. More crusty
than mine. It was
harder.

In my folks' village in
Fiano, Italy, the indi-
vidual families did not have their own oven. They used the
fireplace for cooking meat and so forth, and for heat. But
they had a town oven, I suppose it was very big. Everyone
would bring their dough, all shaped, with their mark for their
particular family. It had to have a raark so that the woman
that baked the bread would know to whose family that par-
ticular loaf went. And I suppose that they did big batches too,
because they were all big families, same as here. Anyway,
that's how they did it there, they didn't have individual ovens.
But when people came out here, of course there were indi-
vidual families here and there, and they all had to have their
own ovens.

Costello: Carmenne married a local man and, in 1973, had
her husband build an oven behind their home. She cooked
bread on holidays for her children and grandchildren. She is
the last traditional Italian bread-baker in Calaveras County.

Carmenne Poore: For a treat for lunch mom would make
one what she called a pizza, like this. We tear this, we don't
cut that. And we got that with cheese or salami and so forth.
That was our snack: the Party Bread. So that's what I do to-
day. Once in a while, I make a big round loaf. Now the kids
have a popsicle or something when hey come home from
school, but when we came home, that's what we had was
bread.




THE CUNEO FAMILY oven built in Calaveritas in 1934,
photographed in 1984.

Fred Cuneo and Louise Cuneo Greenlaw

Louis Costa was born in Genoa, Italy, in 1829, and arrived
in Calaveritas in 1852. Twenty-four-year-old Carlotta
Sanguinette, also from Genoa, arrived in 1867, and the two
were married the same year. Carlotta and Louis had seven
children Their neighbor, Frank Cuneo, also arrived from
Genoa in 1853. He and Irish Maggie Gillan married and had
four children. The youngest Cuneo, Victor, married the young-
est Costa, Rose, and two of their grandchildren still live in
Calaveritas: Fred was born in 1906 and Louis three years later.
They remember the bread baking.

Costello: Fred, what was Calaveritas like in 1917?

Fred Cuneo: You know, around here in this little village
there was at least five or six ovens. Each family had one and
they were all outside. Except one up here of Trinque, who
was French; he had his inside of kind of an enclosure.

What I'm talking about is, I'm talking about what my grand-
parents--my grandmother and my grandfather--when they
used the oven to bake their bread. They always made enough
to make about 9 or 10 loaves. And they were huge loaves too;
They were big round ones. Hopefully there was always one
little one that we had there, so as soon as it was cooked he
would hand it out--that was old Micholing, you recall that--
would give it to the kids to break up and eat; very delicious

that I recall.

Costello: How did your family clean out the oven?

Fred Cuneo: To take the ashes out, you know what they
had here, they had just a pole with a part of a barrel hoop, The
iron, they had strapped it to the end of the pole and was kind
of a curved hook from the barrel hoop. And they used that to
scrape out the ashes. And of course and then for the cleaning,
they would have a sack, wet sack, tied to the end of the pole.

Costello: Louise, what do you remember about the bread
making.

Louise Cuneo Greenlaw: I don't remember the baking at
all, I just remember the eating of it. When we would come
home from school, a half mile up the road we could smell the
bread and know we were going to have hot bread when we
got home. Hot bread and jelly, I can remember that. Apple
jelly that mother used to make.

Costello: Why did bread baking die out?

Fred Cuneo: Here, I guess they ran out of any people who
had any experience in it. They just died out. Well, the time I
talk about is Michilini. He was meticulous. He would come
down the hill and help make the bread and cook it. But when
he passed away my uncle Louie, he had the experience and
he would supervise the cooking of it. And then my aunt Fran,
she who lived here, she got married and she moved away and
that ended everything, do you see.

Ratto Oven

John and Victoria Ratto emigrated to the United States in
1881 with their two young sons, settling on land near Cala-
veritas where they mined and ranched. Three more children
were born, Victoria's oven was built just behind the house.
Well-built, it stood intact into modern times. The children
attended Willow Creek School, the youngest were Rosa and
Maria. Rosa died at 19 of typhoid. Maria married into the
local Italian Joses family, and raised one daughter, Mary
Louise. Following local patterns, Mary Louise married into
another Italian family, the Matteolis.

In 1994, Mary Louise's son, Bob Matteoli, donated his great-
grandmother Victoria Ratto's oven to the Calaveras County
Historical Society. We decided to move it to the museum yard
and restore it for bread baking. As the dismantling proceeded,
a button was found wedged between the massive stones on
one side of the doorway, while on the other side a small per-
fume bottle was entombed. Bob Matteoli recalled his
grandmother's story of how her mother, when building the
oven, had placed a button from her husband's shirt in the wall
for luck. The perfume bottle was her own talisman.

When we rebuilt Victoria's oven, the two family charms
were placed back in their original positions, And they seem
to be working. Traditional Italian bread baking is seeing some-
thing of a revival in the county. We are learning, again, how
to fire up the ovens, clean out the ashes, arrange the bread,
seal the door with a wet burlap sack and wedged pole, judge
cooking time, and, finally, enjoy the bread fresh from the oven
with our friends and family. This is perhaps the most impor-
tant story that the ovens have to tell.



THE STONE OVEN of John and Victoria Ratto, built ca. 1882 near Calaveritas, photographed in 1984 before it was
removed. This oven has been reconstructed by the Calaveras County Historical Society in San Andreas.

Discussion

Freestanding, domed, bread-baking ovens have ancient
roots, traced over 3,000 years to the Upper Neolithic in
Mesopotamia. Adopted throughout the Mediterranean dur-
ing the following millennia, outdoor baking ovens are com-
mon to Arabian, Turkish, Slavic, Greek, Italian, Swiss, Span-
ish, French, German and North African cultures. The ovens
were first introduced into California by the Spanish, who be-
gan colonizing the coast in 1769. When the tidal wave of
gold-seekers flooded California after the 1848 discovery of
gold, other oven traditions also arrived.

During the second half of the 19th century, there was a
distinctive chain migration of Italians from the area around
Genoa to three counties of the Mother Lode: Amador, Cala-
veras, and Tuolumne. In 1870, 27 percent (4,660 persons) of
the Italian population of the United States lived in California
(Palmer 1965:360). While most settled in the San Francisco
Bay area, an extraordinary 25 percent lived in the three coun-
ties of the Sierra Nevada foothills (Giovinco 1980). Tuol-
umne County historian Carlo DeFerrari has confirmed that
most of these Mother Lode Italians came from the same small
province of Liguria, near Genoa. By a process of chain mi-
gration, emigrants followed a relative or fellow villager to

this new land. Those established helped newcomers, and the
growing community attracted additional folks from the same
region (Cinel 1982:27-28).

Since 1978 I have recorded 96 ovens in Amador, Calaveras,
and Tuolumne counties (Costello 1981). Detailed recording
forms and photographs document the physical remains while
archival research and, where possible, oral interviews fill out
each site's history. Nearly half of the ovens were undocu-
mented ruins
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Charlie Lavezzo, ca. 1950.

these early sites and can often provide important historical
information. For those ovens where family identification was
possible, the vast majority were built by Italians (Table 1).
Pioneering male miners built simple stone ovens in their
tent camps. When families followed, Italian ranches and com-
mercial gardens always contained, in addition to grapevines
and wine cellars, a forno (baking oven) in the back yard.
Weekly home baking persisted in this rural community until
store-bought bread was generally available in the 1930s.
Prior to 1900, ovens were built of common field stone mor-
tared with mud. When other materials became available dur-
ing the early 20th century, brick, cinderblock, and concrete
were more common, The ovens were round "bee-hive," ob-
long, or "D" shaped, ranging from 1 to 3 m (3.3-10 ft.) in
maximumn dimension and standing 1-1.3 m (3.3-4 ft.) tall. A
single door opened into the low-vaulted oven chamber, which
most frequently had a floor of baked earth; later, firebrick
would be common. All of the ovens were covered with simple
gabled, shed, or ramada roofs for shelter from the elements.
The operation of the ovens is based on radiant heat. A fire
is built inside and, after several hours, allowed to burn down
to coals which are then distributed over the floor to insure
even heating. When the temperature is satisfactory, the coals

THE OVEN BUILT by the family of Stephano Lavezzo, near the lower Italian Gardens in Mokelumne Hill. Pictured is

are removed and the floor swept clean with a wet broom.
Corn meal or flour is commonly sprinkled on the floor before
raw loaves are placed inside. If a flue hole (not required) is
present in the upper rear of the chamber it would then be
closed along with the oven door. These doors were initially
of wood, covered the burlap which was kept damp, and
wedged in place with a pole. Baking takes 15-20 minutes with
the temperature at about 450°F. The oven retains its heat for
several hours, and other dishes were sometimes placed in the
chamber following the bread baking for long, slow cooking.

Two excellent studies on bread-baking ovens have been
produced. Lise Boily and Jean-Francgois Blanchette's (1979)
The Bread Ovens of Quebec, detailing French traditions of
oven construction and use, is unsurpassed. Priscilla Wegars'
(1991) study of stone ovens on railroad-related sites includes
avaluable overview of recent archaeological research on these
features. Important histories of the Italian immigration are
provided by Andrew F. Rolle's (1968) The Immigrant Up-
raised, which addresses the unique experience of the western
migration, and Dino Cinel's (1982) From Italy to San Fran-
cisco, documenting the attraction of this city for Italian Im-
migrants.
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IN APPRECIATION

The Las Calaveras gratefully acknowledges the
journal Historical Archeology. We were fortunate
enough to obtain their permission to reprint this
article with the condition that the text be entirely
reproduced as it first appeared in their national
publication last year.

Evidence of the stone masonry skills of the Ital-
ian Immigrants is evident throughout the Mother
Lode. Nowhere did this handiwork touch the ev-
eryday lives of the early settlers more than with
their bread baking ovens. This article not only
teaches us about these fascinating ovens, but also
gives a wonderful insight into the traditions that
surrounded their use. Dr. Costello captured these
emotions through her use of dialog from her ver-
bal interviews with her informants. The article
was recently presented to an archeology confer-
ence in the form of a story telling skit, and was
very positively received by those fortunate
enough to attend the presentation,. A review of
the skit stated that "you could taste the bread" by
the end of the story.

Dr. Julia Costello is a prominent archeologist
who lives and works in Mokelumne Hill and has
been most generous with providing photographs
of local ovens to supplement our printing of her
article. Readers may recall that Dr. Costello su-
pervised the reconstruction of the Ratto oven
which is now an attractive addition to the jail yard
at the museum complex (Las Calaveras, April
1995). Outdoor events at the jail yard are often
complemented with breads baked fresh from this
historic oven.

Calaveras County's bread baking tradition is
gaining national attention. So the next time you
visit the museum or attend an event at the jail
yard, take a closer look at the Ratto oven as you
will be looking at a truly unique piece of local
history. Or the next time you are hiking across
what you thought was just an empty field, and
you stumble upon a pile of rocks, take a good
look as it just might be a stone oven.
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The Las Calaveras is published quarterly by the Cala-
veras County Historical Society. A subscription to the Las
Calaveras comes with membership in the Historical Soci-
ety for $16.00 per year. Non-members may obtain copies of
the Las Calaveras from the Historical Society office. The
original historical material presented in the Las Calaveras
is not copy-righted and anyone is invited to use it. Mention
of the source would be appreciated. Contributions of articles
about Calaveras County is appreciated and my be submit-
ted to the Historical Society.

The Calaveras County Historical Society's is a non-profit
corporation. They meet on the fourth Thursday of each
month in various communities throughout the county. Lo-
cations and scheduled programs are announced in advance.
Some meetings include a dinner program, and visitors are
always welcome.

The Calaveras County Historical Society's office is lo-
cated in historic San Andreas, the Calaveras County seat.
The office is open Monday through Friday from 8:30 am to
4:00 pm, and the telephone number is (209) 754-1058. The
Society also operates the Calaveras County Museum which
is open daily from 10:00 an to 4:00 pm in the historic county
courthouse located at 30 Main Street in San Andreas. Visi-
tors are always welcome to stop by the office for assistance
with research, and are encouraged to visit the museum while
in the area.

NEW MEMBERS

The Calaveras County Historical Society welcomes the
following new members:

OCTOBER 1998
Dan & Anne Hadley
Pete & Marcy Hosford

NOVEMBER 1998
John Robertson
Harry Hansen

MUSEUM DONATIONS

The Calaveras County Historical Society wishes to thank
the following persons who recently made donations to the
Calaveras County Museum:

Reyburn F, Crocker, Selma, Ca.: A book, "The Ancestors
and Descendants of Johann David Wildermuth."

Louise Conley, San Andreas: A black beaded dress that
was her Great Grandmother's.

Mr. Ed Ramsy, Knoxville, Tn.: $50.00 cash.

Willard Fuller, Jr., San Andreas: 6 copies of the Califor-
nia Geology Magazine, copy of "The Cornish Miner in
America," Articles on "The Rindge Family," and Mark
Twain, A 1881/1981 Centennial edition of the Calaveras
Prospect paper.

Willard Fuller, Jr., Calaveras County Cement Plant:
Several photos of the plant.

A VERY SPECIAL PERSON...

Last Summer a very special person walked into the
Historical Society office. Elizabeth Braydis came to
the office and volunteered to do "anything." She had
never been here before, so we didn't quite know how
to respond to such an offer. Elizabeth was born in this
county but moved away at the age of four and only
recently moved back and was looking for something
to do to keep herself busy and out of trouble. So we
took her word and put her to work. And did she work!!
First, she swept the breezeway, then she cleaned the
office, then she started in on the museum and dusted
exhibits that hadn't seen a dust rag in years. She just
couldn't get enough! In appreciation for her efforts she
has been given gift membership in the Society for one
year, which we hope she will continue in years to come.
But she still didn't leave, so we hired her! Since Octo-
ber, she had been helping Dee part-time in the office.
So the next time you stop by you may meet this very
special person.

You're special too, aren't you? Why don't you con-
sider volunteering at the museum as well? We promise
not to make everyone get down on their knees and hand
vacuum behind the wickiup, but there is always some-
thing for everyone to do. There are always tasks for
anyone of any skill level, and the museum could al-
ways use new volunteers. Please contact Dee at the
office at 754-1058 to volunteer today.
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