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It’s one of those perfect summer afternoons in Orinda when 
there’s not a cloud in the sky and you can’t hear the groaning 

motors of Highway 24 above the birdsong. I’m sitting on Wendy 
Helms’s back porch eating lunch. She’s served a lovely garden salad 
with avocados and homemade honey mustard dressing. The honey 
came from Wendy’s own bees, which I can see buzzing around at 
the other end of the yard. There are also juicy bits of chicken and 
a tender cracked-wheat salad, both of which we pulled from her 
solar oven only minutes ago. Now, we’re sunning our toes in the 
very rays that cooked the food on our plates. 

“It’s amazing!” I exclaim, through a mouthful of helio-chick-
en. “No,” Wendy corrects me, “it’s not amazing. It’s actually quite 
simple.” She’s right, of course. There’s nothing incredible about us-
ing the sun’s energy to cook our food. What’s shocking is that I’ve 
never done it before.

Let’s back up an hour: Wendy is delicately placing chicken 
breast pieces on the bottom of a black cooking pot. She dabs each 
morsel with a spoonful of apricot-chili jam (a homemade gift from 
a friend) and covers the pot. She explains that the chicken needs 
no oil; unlike a conventional oven, the slow cooking of the solar 

oven locks in moisture, resulting in tender meat that never sticks. 
Wendy then fills a second pot with cracked wheat, sunflower 
seeds, and parsley and covers this with boiling water—a shortcut, 
she admits. 

The “Sport” Solar Oven into which we’re about to place our 
lunch was produced by the nonprofit Solar Oven Society (SOS). 

It’s made from the plastic of 68 recycled soda bot-
tles and the entire thing weighs only 10 pounds. 
It seems somewhat out of place on Wendy’s taste-
ful deck, looking like a cross between an amplifier 
and a television set. My solar chef dons a pair of 
new silicone oven mitts and places the two pots 
inside the preheated oven. She takes note of the 
oven’s shadow to aim the oven properly toward 
the sun and places reflectors around the top for ex-
tra heat. Then, through the simple laws of physics, 
the insulated solar oven and dark enamel pots ab-
sorb energy from rays of the sun streaming down 
through the blue Orinda sky, heating the inside of 
the chamber to nearly 300 degrees. Now we need 
only relax and wait.

Wendy thanks a spike in environmental con-
sciousness for better-than-ever solar oven sales 
this year. She volunteers as a local distributor for 
the SOS, spreading the word on solar cooking and 
demonstrating the Sport at local farmers’ markets. 
She sees first-hand the extent to which the SOS 
has benefited from consumers’ growing interest 
in leading greener lives and buying eco-products. 

WILL SUNBATHE  
FOR FOOD 

by sarah inez levy
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Corn mu�ns working on a tan.

Wendy’s beehives are kept company here by a weed she refered to as “wild artichoke.”






