The phone message from Lloyd wasn’t good.  He had traveled up the day before to help Darrell Markewitz prepare for the May meeting of OABA and he called to say, “Bring a rain coat and warm clothes when you come”

My heart sank. I had been looking forward to this since the talk on Early Iron Production at Waldie’s Forge in March and now weather threatened to ruin it. But, I was going to go anyway. I have learned that Ontario weather can change quickly and I prayed that Saturday would be okay. I needn’t have worried. Even though we set out at seven thirty on Saturday morning in the rain, by the time we found Wareham, the rain had stopped. 

We could tell that we were at the right place because the roads on both sides of the crossroad were full of trucks and cars. 

Darrell was just building a fire in the Bloomery. He had chosen to build this one with bricks and metal rather than the clay structure from his presentation. In the interior, a circle of bricks, standing on end, shoulder-to-shoulder, were tied together with wire. Another circular row stood, staggered on this row and, again, tied with wire. Then, a third row marched on top of this. The whole structure was covered in a few pieces of sheet of metal, tied with the ubiquitous wire and then a row of stones surrounded the base. Between the metal and the bricks, a mixture of wet sand and sawdust was packed.
Over to the left, a cloud of charcoal dust was punctuated by laughter. Seated on stumps or standing, on a few sheets of blue tarp, Gus Gissing, Ken Cook, and Sam Falzone, were processing the 180 lbs of coal for the smelt. Two of them sifted one bag in a wooden frame with one inch mesh wire attached and then deposited it in front of the third man who broke the chunks of coal into smaller pieces. Now, the two men shoveled the broken pieces from the new pile and sifted this through a smaller wooden frame  with 5/8ths inch mesh. The Charcoal Monkeys, as they call themselves, were looking for two byproducts of their work. First of all they needed walnut-sized pieces to go into the blaze and secondly they needed an insulating base of charcoal dust for the bottom of the fire.

Meanwhile, Darrell was also working furiously, stoking the fire with the help of Neil Patterson. For the next hour and a half, the smelter was prepared for the iron. Charcoal was added to the fire through the top and the air supply raced down the metal tube inserted at an angle in the side. This was attached to a machine that supplied a steady stream of air into the furnace. Often, the tube would have to be removed to unblock the air supply and eventually a hand-crank blower was attached to add more air still. Finally, towards the end of the day, this two-part system was replaced by a vacuum cleaner whose air system had been reversed.

Near the work area, a bag of round, dark brown balls rested. These were obtained from Stelco. By using a magnet on one, Darrell discovered that they were not magnetic and in order to speed up the lengthy process, they needed to be magnetized. A small propane fire was started inside the workshop and the roasting process was coordinated by Lloyd Johnston. A small roasting pan was forged and the pieces were fired to an orange colour and then quenched. This changed the Stelco product into Hematite. Larry, the blacksmith that works at Waldie Forge, was instrumental in getting the round pieces processed and ready for the hammer. 

Over behind the outside smelter, an assembly line was busy smashing each of the quenched pieces of Hematite into rice-sized pieces. For four to five hours, as ½ a pound of Hematite was dropped into the fire and covered with charcoal, the roasting crew and the crushing assembly line churned out their products. 
The air-supply tube had a small window near the area where the air came in. With the aid of a pair of sunglasses, Darrell would often peer through into the fire to check on the progress of the iron pieces that were added to the top and of the tube to make sure that it wasn’t blocked. He was looking for flaming bits of iron, dropping down into the bowl. Once or twice, he would see that the slag had built up too high and was slowing down the process. At these times he would open the tapping hole which was two small bricks at the base of the furnace. When this occurred, a rolling mass of slag, much like lava from a volcano smoldered out and into the well he had created in the sand. 
For almost eight hours, this area was a hive of activity. Darrell was often seen running into the workshop or back to the smelter. Neil and John Burton worked well together staying close to the fire and frantically making sure that all went as smoothly as possible. Spectators came and went. Helpers appeared and others left. Almost everyone had a hand in the outcome. 

Finally the crushing and roasting were called off. It was time – the time everyone had been waiting for. The work space was reorganized. Jobs were discussed. An anvil and several peens were brought over. The tented cover was moved back. 

Now, Darrel was front and centre again. In a fire-proof suit, he began the job of dismantling the smelter. The metal cover came off first and then, one-by-one the hot bricks were taken away and placed on an awaiting metal sheet. Often a brick was stuck to the whole structure with the slag acting like glue. Darrell wrestled and pounded it into submission before adding it to the growing pile. Finally, as he revealed the core, we could see the molten slag and iron co-mingling in the centre of the destroyed furnace. Using a special pair of tongs he made himself but appeared with very long handles crafted by Lloyd Johnston and John Newman, he lifted the iron out and over to the anvil where the hammers were ready to break it in two pieces.
As we each walked away with a small piece of freshly, created iron from the first successful smelt in Ontario by the Dark Ages Re-creation Company, spectators and participants felt like they had witnessed living history. 

