
 

As for my adventure into pottery, because it was an adventure for me, it was really an eye 

opener. I just had no idea. When it came to ceramics, I was what people now refer to as a 

Bogan I suppose. After being a seaman for 8-10 years, my wife Malena and I immigrated to 

Australia in 1956. I did all sorts of work here: I was a painter and decorator, tram driver, 

fibreglass bus, car body and boat builder, a rigger (and a few other things) and then design 

draughtsman before I discovered pottery. 

 

I was good at drawing when I was a kid, and always thought I could be an artist, a painter. In 

1970 I had a go, but was no good at it. When I was trying to be a painter, Malena said she 

would like to be a potter, so I borrowed a lot of pottery books for her, but she only looked at 

the pictures. I started to read the books before returning them to the library, and one, Michael 

Cardew’s Pioneer pottery just blew my mind. 

 

Wow, all these beautiful things are made from clay? And clays being such interesting 

materials. I had no idea! I wanted to learn all about it and the kilns that could transform clay 

objects to artefacts that could survive millennia. The first kiln I built was a copy of a raku 

kiln featured in a Harry Memmott (I think from memory) book. Later I re-designed it into a 

downdraught kiln, and fired my first stoneware pots in it, using briquettes instead of wood 

and a reversed vacuum cleaner for oxygen. Not very good, but I got to temperature, and it 

was very interesting! I remember it was a rainy night when I did that firing, and it took all 

night. Very exciting!  

 

My main interest in pottery was clays, glazes, kilns and firings. In those days all the books, 

mainly American, featured kilns made from 2 layers of bricks. RI bricks inside, with a layer 

of dense bricks outside. Some had 2 layers of dense bricks! Fuel was cheap back then! 

Luckily I had had an opportunity to visit Gus Maclaren’s studio in Warrandyte, and his kiln 

had one layer of RI bricks. You could see daylight through the joints! So that is how I built 

my kilns. First an 8 cu ft, then a 16 cu ft catenary arch, which I later extended to 24 cu ft. 

 

I mixed the clay I was using myself, using Cardew’s method of drying the slurry, but that was 

a slow and cumbersome way to stiffening the clay (I rotted several of Malena’s bed sheets 

using that method!), so I was looking for a better method. 

 

In 1972 I started to attend an evening pottery class at Mooroolbark Tech with 14 others, but 

learned very little there. After 3 months I was teaching the others the wheel, while the real 

teacher was just chatting up some of the women. I was there 18 months, by which time I had 

erected a garage for a work shop and had built the 16 cu ft catenary arch kiln, and had bought 

a potter’s wheel. At the Tech potter’s xmas party in 73, I told everyone that I was starting a 

school, and 7 of the 14 started with me in 74. After a while the 7 told friends and family, and 

I ended up running 3 classes of 7 every week, from 7 to 9 pm. After which I could work on 

my own pots.  

 

Of course I was neither a potter nor a teacher, and made sure everyone understood that. I 

charged them $1.- a night, and gave them the clay for free. This was clay that I dug and 

mixed myself, and they used a lot, so I had to make heaps of the stuff. I charged them ½ of 

what Walker’s Ceramics charged for firing their pots. The $1.- paid for the glaze materials, so 

I could by glaze materials in 25 Kg bags. It was a steep learning curve, and I learned a lot 



about clays, glazes and firing. During this time I developed some very nice clay bodies, while 

I learned a lot from my and my student’s mistakes. 

 

At about this time (1975, 6?), I joined the Victorian Ceramics Group. They had workshops 

every month, where they had the best potters around showing off their stuff. I attended every 

one, and was later the workshops officer for the Group for a few years. I learned a hell of a 

lot there! 

 

Sewers were installed in Mooroolbark at this time, and a 40 foot deep hole was dug in the 5-

ways intersection there. I just saw a heap of light grey clay, and asked if I could have some. I 

could have as much as I wanted, as they had to pay to remove it. I collected a few trailer 

loads of the stuff (which was enough to provide me with clay for over a year). I put the clay 

in a blunger I had made from a 40 gallon stainless steel drum I acquired, added some silica, 

kaolin and some feldspar, and the resultant clay body was a very good, plastic stoneware clay 

body, with little shrinkage. Some time later I ran out of the silica and feldspar, and just used 

the M’bark clay on its own with disastrous results. When I opened the glost kiln, every pot, 

except one or two little vases were smashed to bits.  

 

I rang Bob Hughan who was at the CSRIO at the time, hoping to get an idea what had 

happened. His first question: Whose clay are you using? I explained that I was mixing my 

own from clay in Mooroolbark. Bob: “Ah, Mooroolbark, Silurian reef. 72 % microcline 

silica, that’s your problem.” Wow! Just like that! Silica reverts to cristobalite beginning at 

some 1100 degrees C from memory. Microcline silica is finer, and reverts easier. Silica 

expands some 3% (?) at 573 degrees C, and retract the same at 573 degrees on cooling. 

Cristobalite contracts 5% (?) at, I think from memory 120 odd degrees C on cooling (it is a 

long time since I had these figures in my head so I might be a bit out here!). That’s within 

cooking temperature! So the addition of the little silica, kaolin and feldspar to the clay made 

all the difference! Wow! 

 

At that time I had designed and put together a filter press from bits of timber and bags made 

from nylon cloth I had been given by a neighbour who worked for the nylon spinnery in 

Bayswater, and it produced about 100 Kg clay a week, which was all I required at the time, as 

I was still working full time as a draughtsman. I remember having a chat to Will Mulder, who 

was to start Clayworks a little later. Will: “I have got a filter press!” Me: “Haven’t 

everyone?” Will: “Have you got a filter press?” Me: “Of course.” A little later Will bought a 

filter press for $60,000! Mine cost nothing. 

 

For about 8 years, my working life was something like this: Mon to Thurs.: Drg office 8 am I 

think, to just after 4 pm (it was a long time ago, and the exact times might have been slightly 

different). Home to dinner, change and in the pottery at about 6.30. Prepare for school, have 

the class (which was always hilariously fun), do my own pots from 9 till 12.00, 1.00, 2.00, 

depending on requirement. Back to office at 8 am next morning. 

Fridays: Mostly like Mon-Thurs, but quite often working all through the night, then through 

Saturday, have dinner around 6-7pm. Sleep, be at St Kilda market at 2.00 am Sunday 

morning to secure our spot. At St Kilda market until 6 pm, Chinese dinner on way home, then 

bed. Drg office 8 am Monday. They were exciting days. People actually bought the pots I 

was making, in quantities I could hardly keep up with! Wow! 

 

After 8 years of this I developed a severe case of tonsillitis just before xmas (which of course 

was a very busy time for us), and again the year after. So I stopped potting on Tuesday 



nights, and always knocked off at 10 pm. That fixed that. I had stopped the classes some time 

before, as I was just too busy keeping up with demand. 

 

In 1979 I quit the drawing office and worked as a potter full time from then on. We never 

sold pots to shops, always selling direct to people. I was approached by some leather workers 

to join them in selling and doing demonstrations in shopping centres. They were doing two of 

those a year. That turned out to be good venues, so I asked why do you just do two? Crafts 

people keep a very low profile, but I could see a good prospect, so I took it on myself to visit 

many shopping centres, to see if they would be interested in having us for a week. It turned 

out to be very good for all of us. We were 2 leather workers, a jeweller, a macramé lady, a 

wood worker and a potter who brought our workshops into the centres and demonstrated our 

craft for a week. We called ourselves ‘The Craft Circus’ and operated for some 5 years, until 

the centres started to charge us so much money that we’d be working for them for very little 

money. And that was the end of that. 

 

While all this was going on, I was learning a lot about Raku firing. An ancient Japanese craft, 

mainly used in their tea ceremony. The Memmott kiln I built was a raku kiln, and M’bark 

tech school had a more or less successful (rather less!) raku firing at my place back then. I 

was  

 

 
Not all the firings were successful! 

 

approached by the Adult Education  lot who asked if I would do some raku firings for them, 

so the next couple of years I travelled around Victoria and did raku firings for schools, 

community houses etc that was involved with Adult education.. I’d rock up on Friday 

afternoon with clay I had prepared (it requires a very special clay!), drying cabinet, bricks for 

kilns, burner, gas bottle and a lot of enthusiasm. I just loved raku. Friday night we’d have a 

workshop, making pots. I’d dry them in the dryer overnight. Saturday I‘d build a little 

downdraught kiln and buisque the pots. Early Sunday morning I’d tear that kiln down and 



build a simple raku kiln based on Kay Scot’s design. Light it, and we’d be ready to start the 

glost raku firing at around 10 am. The glost firing took the all of Sunday. 

We had a whale of a time. I did raku firings all around Melbourne for community houses and 

schools like MLC and Scott’s College, and travelled to Mildura and once to a farm outside 

Mansfield among other places. It was all hilarious and very educational.  

 

When I left the drawing office, I needed a larger kiln, so I designed a 64 cu ft kiln based on a 

kiln that Kevin Boyd had built. Once I removed the bag walls, it worked perfectly. The cones 

went down, font and back, top and bottom all at the same time. Couldn’t be better than that! 

My kids bought me an oxygen probe, which confirmed that the firing cycle I had developed 

‘by ear’ was doing exactly what I thought it was doing. If that makes any sense. 

 

At about this time I was offered a teaching job at Potters Cottage in Warrandyte, and I taught 

there one day a week plus taking an evening class for some 5 years. 

 

 
Occasionally I made some large vases 

 



 
Some people didn’t believe me when I said I was building a 64 cu ft kiln, and had to come 

and see for themselves. 

 

 
Near the end 



 

With the larger kiln I needed more clay than my setup could produce, so I bought my clay 

from Will Mulder who had started Clayworks, a ton at a time. 

 

I had always been experimenting with glazes, and developed all the glazes I used over some 

years, and mixed them up in plastic dust bins on casters. It was a good and efficient setup as I 

glazed my pots by dipping. I had a huge shallow plastic dish for dipping large platters and 

shallow bowls, some 2 foot in dia. 

 

Later I started to take an interest in porcelain, and it took me about a year to develop a body 

that was workable and translucent. That was test 23. It wasn’t as white as I would like, 

because I didn’t have white bentonite, but it was white enough. A few months later, the 

American magazine Ceramic Monthly which I had subscribed to for many years, featured the 

recipe for the French Limoges porcelain factory ‘s clay body. It was exactly the same as my 

test 23, except it also had 1% calcium carbonate, which I immediately added to test 24. 

Perfect! The glaze I developed for it was sensational. It was hard and never crazed, even on 

stoneware. It’s the glaze on your bottle. 

In fact all my clay bodies, glazes and firings was based on intuition and what I understood 

what pottery books said, plus a lot of experimentation. Some authors wrote a lot of crap, and 

the materials are also different. Materials mined here would be different from ‘the same’ 

material mined in the US for example, so you had to experiment.  

 

It was 1995, I was 65 and people no longer wanted my pots, so I retired. Sold, more or less 

gave away all my pottery stuff, and haven’t thought about clay, glazes or firing ever since, 

bar from my experience with Gayl and Tony Sullivan from Burrowye. They bought my 

Mooroolbark kiln. Well, not exactly. It was much too bi g for them, so I designed a 15 cu ft 

kiln for them, and went to Burrowye and built it for them. Long and lovely story. The 

Sullivan’s are a lovely couple, and Gayl is a great potter. She does raku you’d not believe! 
 



    
 

 
Selling and demonstrating at shopping centres 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
Malena with our pots at shopping centres 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Early days, exhibition at Laburnum 

 

 
I can’t even remember where this one was. 

 

 
I did few exhibitions. Only the celadons and copper red pots are mine 



 

 
 

 
Raku firings were always exiting  


