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THE 2004 LEUPP KILN CONFERENCE REPORT 
WILLIAM A. LUCIUS AND IRENE LOPEZ-WESSELL 

INSTITUTE FOR ARCHAEOLOGICAL CERAMIC RESEARCH 
 

The second annual Leupp Kiln Conference was held in conjunction with the 2004 Pecos 
Conference in Bluff, Utah, August 12 - 15, 2004.  The event was organized and hosted by 

William A. Lucius and Irene Lopez-Wessell and sponsored by the Institute of Archaeological 
Ceramic Research (IACR) of Boulder, Colorado.  A total of eleven registered participants 
attended the firing event on Friday and Saturday.  Participants with an asterisk preceding their 

names also attended the prehistoric kiln tour and clay collection field trip on Sunday.  Numerous 
Pecos Conference attendees stopped by to observe and to inquire about the firings.  Thank you to 

everyone who attended or observed, thereby contributing to the success of our second annual 
conference! 
 

   Cy and Marie Eardley – Emery, UT  
* Charlie Gilbert – Phoenix, AZ 

* Hubert and Marge Johnstone – San Diego, CA 
* Irene Lopez-Wessell – Boulder, CO 
* William Lucius – Boulder, CO  

   Margaret Lyneis – Flagstaff, AZ  
* Art and Linda Moore – Bluff, UT 

* Clark Svendsen – Golden, CO 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

In order to enhance public participation in the conference, 
a number of unpainted red ware mugs were offered to 
interested individuals for the price of a donation.  The 

young man in the picture and three others were given the 
materials and instruction for painting the mugs.  Because 

he had to leave early, he opted to have his mug fired in 
our small electric test kiln – it came out great!  The other 
mugs were fired in pit kilns. 
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If the 2003 Leupp Kiln Conference was cool and damp, the 2004 
event was hot and dry!  Despite a general fire ban due to the 

ongoing drought, the conference organizers secured an exception 
to the ban and allowed us to fire several different kilns on the 

edge of the baseball field on which the Pecos tent was sited.  
Thanks to Cy for helping to dig through the hard-packed soil!  
Unlike last year, we had plenty of dry sandstone slabs that we 

used to line the sides of the main kiln. 

 
After the usual preheating fire we inserted two thermocouple 

probes into the kiln and set up a plywood shield to protect 
the pyrometer and laptop computer, which provided a real-
time record of the firing progress.  The preheated pots were 

then placed either right side up or upside down on sandstone 
slabs.  The large upside-down jars in the background came 

out of the kiln with black and glossy carbon smudged 
interiors – now we know how Mogollon potters produced 
their black smudged brown ware bowls! 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Smudged Fremont Style Jar                             Reserve Smudged Bow 

                      http://www.beloit.edu/~museum/logan/southwest/mogollon/reservesmudged/reservesmudged.htm 
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In order to protect the pots from direct contact with the 
juniper fuel, numerous cover sherds (in reality bisque-fired 

thin slabs of clay that we made specifically for the firing) 
were placed over the tops of the pots.  In hindsight, we 

should have increased the amount of fuel and the duration 
of the firing in order to ensure that we had sufficient heat 
to penetrate the saggar created by the cover sherds (think 

of a saggar as a contained space within the kiln).  The extra 
heat would have also burned a lot of the free carbon 

circulating around that ended up being absorbed by the 
body clays of the various pots. 
 

After carefully stacking juniper fuel over the pots and cover 
sherds, the fire restarted itself.  We collected the juniper for 

the firings from a chained area northeast of Blanding, taking 
care to pick only small diameter pieces.  We estimate that the 
wood had been dead approximately 30 years.  We would 

select less weathered wood next time given that it might burn 
a bit hotter.  It was not until later that we realized we had also 

failed to stack the wood properly!  That is, we did not create a 
proper cone or pyramid out of the wood, which is essential for 
the creation of a strong updraft.  And even worse, there was 

little wind that day, reducing the effective draft.  
But the flames were substantial and for those not 

used to pit firings, quite impressive! 
 

 
 

 
 

 
When the fire had burned down to embers we shoveled the soil from the excavation over the 
kiln, leaving a small “window” open at the center of the kiln until no more smoke was visible.  

Then that part of the kiln was covered with soil.  Although we had planned to leave the kiln to 
cool overnight, Charlie convinced us to open the kiln in the late afternoon (our apologies to Cy 

and Marie Eardley, who had left early and therefore were not present to see their pots come out 
of the kiln).  
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On opening the kiln it became apparent from the large 
hunks of charcoal that we did not have a good firing – we 

had hoped to see a lot of fine white ash.  But Charlie’s 
Colima-style dog came out well fired and whole (the back 

leg broke off later but was quickly glued back on).  And 
the Eardley’s Fremont style pots fired with a good ring. 
The fire apparently was hot enough to mature some of the 

various clays used in the firing.  The firing did exhibit an 
unusual amount of spalling, which we were at a loss to 

explain.  The scattering of broken pots visible in the various photos primarily came from our 
(Bill and Irene) pots.  Since we used a variety of clays with unknown firing characteristics, our 
loss rate was not wholly unexpected.  The best idea is to find clay that works and stick with it!   

 

 

 

 
 

Our painted pots were severely underfired with 

design reversal resulting from the heavy carbon 
smudging.  In particular, the manganese on our 

black-on-red pots failed to sinter at all.  When 
the black powder was wiped off a faint ghost 
of the original design was visible from (where 

the paint protected the pot from absorbing 
carbon (mug on left).  On our return home we 

repainted the mug on the right with beeweed-
based manganese paint and refired it in full 
oxidation in our small test kiln.  Although the 

refiring burned off all of the carbon, the manganese paint just wiped off again, leaving another 
ghost design, this time derived from the beeweed in the paint.  After a couple of months of 



C:\INSTITUTE\LEUPP\04LKCREPORTv.2.DOC\12/04 

drinking tea out of the mug the design has darkened considerably.  So now we have a black-on-
red Mesa Verde style mug with an organic paint Casas Grandes design! 

There is so much to learn.  As Anna O. Shepard noted years ago in her Technology of La Plata 
Pottery article (1939:254): “It is usually a distinct surprise to us when we fail in our first attempt 

to duplicate the work of the primitive craftsman, the second failure is a serious challenge, and 
when with the tenth or fifteenth trial we are still learning something, it becomes perfectly plain to 
us that these paints cannot be explained by any simple theory”. 

 
A graph generated by the pyrometer data displays 

the temperature curves for the two different 
probes.  As usual, the probe inserted near the 
center of the kiln recorded a much higher 

temperature.  The achieved temperature of nearly 
800 degrees Centigrade was a surprise, given the 

smudging and lack of mineral paint retention on 
the painted pots.  This suggests that temperature 
alone is not sufficient for a successful firing.  Next 

time we will strive to improve the atmosphere as 
well as increase the achieved temperature and see 

if we can get the paints to adhere! 
 
On Saturday several demonstration firings were attempted within the big pit left over from the 

first firing.  No pyrometer readings were taken.  Charlie repositioned some of the slabs to create 
a small dung kiln where he fired one load of mostly red ware vessels.  As before, the black paint 

was fugitive. 
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Bill Lucius demonstrated the firing of a single Fremont style 
Ivie Creek Black-on-white bowl, creating a small kiln with 

slabs.  The firing was a complete failure, given that the bowl 
cracked and came out totally smudged. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
On Sunday we gathered up interested participants and led 

them on a tour that included visiting several prehistoric kilns, 
a quick stop at the Pueblo I site of Alkali Ridge and a stop at 

red and gray ware clay outcrops in Recapture Wash north of 
Blanding.  Getting out of the heat of Bluff was nice and 
giving the folks (left) a chance to see the sights made for an 

interesting day.  Previously we had requested kiln locations 
from the Utah State Historical Society and had arrived early 

enough to scout out the locations prior to the conference. 
 

 

The first kiln that we visited was also the most 
impressive.  Close to three meters long, it was 

situated to take advantage of a persistent 
breeze on a south-facing slope.  Nearby was a 
small community of Pueblo II hamlets and an 

adjacent white ware clay source.  We did not 
force the crew to hike to another kiln in the 
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immediate vicinity since it had been disturbed to the point that it looked like a pile of rocks. 
 

Charlie asked to have us take him to Alkali Ridge since he had never been 
able to find it on his own.  After a quick tour of this still impressive site, we 

ate a pleasant lunch under pinyon and juniper trees on the edge of a scenic 
drill pad.  Nearby we visited three more kilns and an associated Pueblo II 
hamlet on Mustang Mesa.  We also located several possible white ware 

clay sources and a manganese paint stone source in the area.  The last kiln 
that we visited near Recapture Reservoir was a bit smaller, but like all of 

the kilns, totally lacking in associated artifacts – not a sherd to be found!  
Before we said our goodbye’s we stopped at outcrops of red and gray clays 
in the Recapture area.  

Although we knew that kilns tended to be situated away from 
habitation sites, we did not realize until we looked at a number of 

kilns that they consistently are next to or (in the case of this kiln 
in the picture) on top of a clay source.  We did not force the 
Sunday crew to hike down the canyon to see this one.  We would 

like to dig a few of the kilns to retrieve associated sherds so we 
can verify that the adjacent clay sources were in fact those being 

used!  All we need is a bit of money and the required permits. 
 

We also found it interesting that the majority of known kiln sites (predominately Pueblo II in 

age) in San Juan County are located in the general Alkali Canyon drainage.  Could it be possible 
that this represents a localization of potters and therefore pottery production?  Or could it just be 

that is where the useable white and gray clay sources outcrop?   We would expect that the Pueblo 
I red ware kilns would have similarly been directly adjacent to red ware clays sources, but the 
kiln near Alkali Ridge could not be found despite having its supposed GPS coordinates. 

 
In summary, the Second Annual Leupp Kiln Conference was (we see the beginning of a trend) a 

combination of disappointments and successes interspersed with ideas of what to do differently 
next time.  Our shared personal philosophy of life - to continue learning – was well served.  And 
our appreciation of the social aspects of the conference cannot be overstated.  We apologize for 

not giving better advance notice about the Dutch oven meal on Friday night – it was a 
memorable time for those who attended.  A high point of the conference was the Sunday field 

trip – try not to miss it in coming years!  Being out in nature exploring archaeology with a group 
of interesting folks is well worth the price of admission.  One of our future goals should be to 
increase participation in the conference.  As an attempt to do so, we are sending this summary 

report to all on our e-mail list.  Please share it with anyone you know who has an interest in 
pottery firing.  And since no one has volunteered to host the next conference, please consider 

stepping up and seizing the opportunity. 
 
Finally we would like to take this opportunity to again thank those who participated in the 

conference, the Institute Board members who attended the event and the local organizing 
committee for the Pecos conference, without whose assistant the kiln conference would not have 

been possible.  And special thanks to those who donated pots for the silent auction! 
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William A. Lucius 
Irene Lopez-Wessell 
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