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part 1: the Construction project
IN THE SPRING of 2009, Scott Kerr and I were hanging out at Himmel 
Park during Solar Rock. The musician/jack-of-all-trades said he wanted to 
construct a solar cooker out of a suitcase. This intrigued me. The idea of 
not using the kitchen’s gas range during the summertime is definitely an 
attractive one. Why heat up the house when the swamp coolers are already 
struggling to cool it down? 

In the spirit of mathematical and culinary experimental 
fun, I asked Mr. Kerr last month if he would be in-
terested in helping me build a solar cooker from 
“scratch.” He graciously concurred, and even 
had his buddy Alyssa Baz – who has years 
of solar cooking experience and an archi-
tecture degree – advise us on purchasing 
the necessary materials during a Home 
Depot trek. I was stoked; I had no idea 
where to begin.  

The basic gist is to build a box, 
with a top hinged to one of the sides. 
The top is where the reflective mate-
rial is attached to focus the sunlight 
into the oven. The top also has, af-
fixed to each side at its top, hole-
punched flat metal strips so the angle 
can be adjusted. 

We went with plywood for the box, 
buying three pieces measuring two feet by 
two feet and about a ½-inch thick. One was 
for the bottom and the other two were cut in 
one-foot halves to make the cooker’s four sides. 
For the top section, we chose a plywood piece that 
was two feet by two feet and about a ¼-inch thick. We 
also bought some cull lumber, basically “junked” wood strips, 
just in case. It came in handy later when we realized we needed another 
piece of wood for attaching the hole-punched metal strips. The ¼-inch 
thickness wasn’t going to suffice. (see photo, left)

Corner braces are needed to attach the sections 
to each other, so we purchased two packages 

of four, two-inch braces. The sides were at-
tached to the bottom with the braces ori-

ented vertically; the sides were attached 
to each other with the braces oriented 
horizontally. The first hitch in our giddy-
up came when the cordless drill battery 
died as the braces were being attached. 
Luckily my friend Jeff Sterns was happy 

to lend us his drill.
In order to conserve heat in the oven 

space, insulation is necessary. We used 
½-inch thick “R-Matte Plus,” which is – ac-

cording to their website – “rigid foam plastic thermal 
insulation board composed of environmentally sound, closed cell, polyiso-

cyanurate foam.” 
Having construction-minded forethought, Mr. Kerr brought his measur-

ing tape along and had the Home Depot folks cut the four feet by eight 
feet insulation panel into the five pieces needed for this project; four for 
the oven’s sides and one for the bottom. To further capture the sun’s rays, 

the insulation needs to be painted black. The best bet is black bar-
beque spray paint. We simply clipped the sections up on the 

clothes line and sprayed away. 
With the sides and bottom attached, we real-
ized we were lacking in other materials. A jaunt 

to Ace Hardware on 9th Street ensued. There 
we bought one-inch hinges to attach the 

reflective top to the box, four one-inch 
braces to attach the hole-punched flat 
metal strips on each side of the top 
section and also for attaching to the 
two sides of the box that align with 
the top. Bolts and wing nuts were 
also in order, along with a piece of 
glass to put over the oven, and re-
flective material for the hinged top. 

The hole-punched metal strips 
allow for adjusting the angle of the 

top, by moving the metal strips and 
affixing the bolts and wing nuts accord-

ingly. (See photo, right)
After the 

weekend project 
was completed, 

Scott asked how 
much the materials 

ended up costing. The 
tally, with taxes, was $114.42. There 
are solar cooker models that are less 
expensive to construct, like building a 
cone shaped one out of cardboard and 
aluminum foil, but I wanted one with 
some staying power. There are durable 
solar ovens on the market that range any-
where from $34 for kids to upwards of $500. 

Scott remarked, “I guess it would have been 
easier and less time consuming to buy one online.” I replied, “Yeah, but 
what’s a better memory – buying one online or remembering the weekend 
we spent together building this thing, with a little help from our friends?” 

This article is clearly not a comprehensive guide to building a solar 
oven; for complete plans on a variety of styles, check out SolarCooking.
org/plans. Links to local resources are at CitizensForSolar.org. Cooking 
experiments to follow in Zócalo’s next issue! 
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