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Andrew first came to Stoke-on-Trent several years ago to photograph the factory, Matthew and me, and whilst developing the idea of a book of stories about my company and my life I looked again at his work and knew I wanted no one else to illustrate it. His pictures are beautiful and they are full of life, with all its wonder, strangeness and even sadness. And he is tireless. He has worked far beyond any plans or hopes; he is painstaking, and always keen to do another trip, another shoot, another set-up. It has been a privilege to work with him and I am so grateful for his inspiring friendship.
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For my darling sister Sophy
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These are just stories


STORIES about people, places, events and encounters – stories woven into narratives over the years to explain and remember some of the important and pivotal feelings; the moments when the game changed. To anyone I have included, and to those numerous people I have left out, these stories may sound odd, even unrecognisable; to them I bow, and beg that they understand and show forbearance, for as I say, these are only stories.


And I am, as the book goes to print, overwhelmed by flocks more stories; they dangle amongst the Christmas decorations in shop windows, wait amongst the pillows when I go to bed, slip out from between the pages of books on the shelves as I pass, rattle amongst the teacups and rustle in the curtains – all the stories I didn’t tell.


When I am asked about the slightly unlikely course of my career – after school and university experiences which yielded no clues to indicate that I would spend my working life in manufacturing, or design, or business – the chapters that follow are some of the explanations that I proffer.


Instead of smooth sailing on a sunny day, as I picture other people going about their working lives, it seems as if I have been frantically trying to learn to sail a boat that I built in my sleep, then in a moment of delirium boarded and set out on a round-the-world trip – with no map, or oilskins, or even much of a picnic.


I set out to make everyday pottery in 1984; it startles me to realise that that is nearly 30 years ago, as it feels so much longer. And of course it would have been disastrous, a complete shipwreck, if not for the support, intervention and sheer hard work of an enormous number of people, who in various metaphorical roles as stern coastguards, plucky lifeboat men, tireless oarsmen, experienced pilots, cheerful crew members and cheering fellow travellers have kept the ship afloat, and made the company what it is today. Some of these people you will meet in the pages of this book; others remain in the backstory, invisible but nonetheless important.


A book about my career in pottery was bound to have pictures in it, and I believe that you will be arrested by Andrew’s beautiful dream-like photographs, and sometimes engaged by a passing phrase or heading of mine. You can therefore either sit down and read this book from cover to cover, or dip in and out of it, piecing the stories together to experience the whole as a patchwork quilt, which is how I originally conceived it.




Chapter 1
–
Toast and marmalade
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GOD, I’M GREEDY. I think about some sorts of food a lot. Bacon, for example. Over the years I have developed a promiscuous butcher’s habit in my fidgety desire to find streaky bacon smoked just right, sliced thin enough and, most importantly, with just the right amount of fat, which is more than the current thinking tends to dictate – but as only the people who really love their food know, it’s the fat which makes bacon taste truly delicious. In Norfolk my favourite butcher, after extensive research, was Crawford at Whites in Aylsham. And sometimes the sweet family who together run Rutlands in Melton Constable. In Oxford I favour Wainwrights in the Covered Market, where I commend to you the handsome, helpful tall guy. But you must ask very nicely to get your order sliced especially thin, and be happy to come back later as it takes a bit of time. Pancetta affumicata, from an Italian deli, can make a delicious alternative. No fuss there about slicing thinly.


And when you get your bacon home, you have to cook it in a roasting pan inside the oven; never fry it. Or not indoors anyway. And it must be cooked exactly to the very perfect point. I know I’m not alone in this, and I often watch the people ahead of me in the breakfast queue in a service station at seven in the morning – they are every bit as keen as I am not to get the pink floppy undercooked bacon. They want to choose exactly those crispy, delicious slices.


*


My first grown-up ally in greed in many aspects, especially including breakfast, was an actor called Ken Cranham, who often came to stay at weekends in Rawlinson Road. Mum adored Ken. She said she loved all sorts of things about him, for example his habit of ringing her up at odd moments to say that he dreamed about her last night – maybe picturing her big brown mannish hands kneading the bread – then ringing off when the pips went, saying Love you just as the 2p ran out. She especially liked a short telephone conversation. And she loved that Ken was greedy; she said it was a good sign in a person, and it made cooking the endless procession of meals so much more fun when someone enjoyed them as much as he did. As I write this, in a café in Norfolk 35 years on, I can vividly picture a typical Sunday morning scene in her Oxford kitchen: my brother Tom is eating a small mixing bowlful of Shreddies with brown sugar and milk, in the crumby spot where my little sisters, Nell and Clover, had toast fingers and boiled eggs earlier. My stepfather, Rick, is wheedling me –


Oh go on Em, make me some more fried eggs, and a bit of toast, and ketchup, yum.


Mum is drinking milky coffee and yawning rather a lot. Drawn by the smell of Rick’s huge fry-up, Ken comes in, leaving his current glamorous girlfriend upstairs, having promised to bring her tea. He is making a beeline for the bread, which has just come out of the oven, cuts some rather fragile slices and ferries them to the grill.


Char (it sounds Shar), your bread is amazing, but toasted, it is even better, he sighs.


I offer to watch it for him, so he carefully chooses a plate from the pile on the dresser and a knife from the drawer underneath, and fussocks about looking for marmalade. It is in a huge brown stoneware pot, so he doesn’t immediately spot it. Mum has just been making large quantities of deep, dark gold marmalade, as she does every February, using as little sugar as possible plus a few spoonfuls of black treacle, and between us we eat so much in a year that she doesn’t usually have enough jam jars, so she also fills other more eccentric containers, such as this.


When the toast is ready, Ken butters it lavishly and spoons on as much marmalade as he can fit onto each mouthful. It’s impossible not to want the same, so I make more toast, and more again. The combination of new brown bread, toasted, still warm, with the melting butter mixing into the golden-brown syrupy marmalade with its big, rough chunks of orange peel, is unbeatably delicious. This morning, bacon would be one step too far, we agree, and I put the last slice of the first loaf under the grill.


Rick has finished his second plate of eggs, and turns to Tom,


Tomsie, will you go to South Parade and get the papers? Oh dooo. . .


Mum interrupts, saying,


Oh Rick, stop fagging everyone, get dressed and walk down there. You will feel much better for it. And don’t eat another egg. You will get fat.


Tom slips out of the kitchen saying he’s going to see Charlie, his friend who lives over the road. Mum announces that she’s going to get dressed and asks,


Will you come to church with me and the babies, darling? The service is at Phil & Jim at 11.


Rick wanders off to change out of Mum’s dressing gown into jeans, murmuring about being bullied. Ken wipes his face on a tea towel and takes two cups of tea back to bed. I do a bit of rudimentary wiping and piling up of plates, then check the larder for flour, butter, sugar and golden syrup, planning to make a steamed treacle pudding to have after the roast lamb at lunch. Then my cousin Kate comes shyly into the kitchen. I’d forgotten about her during the toast-frenzy, but am happy that she is in time to stop me eating a third slice. She stayed last night following a beery rugby club dance in a pavilion somewhere down the Botley Road. We settle into a post-mortem of who snogged whom, and who wept in the loos, until Mum comes and chivvies me into action.


Returning home from St Philip & St James’ an hour later with Nell & Clover both sleeping in their huge pram, a waft of incense and the delicious sense of having done the right thing haloing Mum’s shaggy (probably teddy bear) fur coat, we find Rick reading the papers and sitting on the ones he hasn’t read yet. Kate is scrubbing potatoes in the scullery sink with Ken’s girlfriend. Maybe she was called Viv? There were several of them: all beautiful; often kind to teenage girls; always actresses, sometimes quite well-known ones. Ken has walked down to the Anchor to buy cigarettes for Rick.


I’m sure lunch was delicious, and afterwards we probably walked across a wintery Port Meadow to Binsey, with the babies in the pram again, and Tom and Charlie buzzing around us on bikes. Maybe we went as far as the treacle well beside the little church across the Thames and made wishes. On the way home perhaps we picked a big bunch of twigs from the balsam poplars by the river, to put in a jug in the hall so that the heat indoors would unfurl the strange- and lovely-smelling leaves ahead of spring. Then back to Rawlinson Road again with, for me, a sinking feeling about homework not yet done, but the prospect of tea and maybe crumpets to keep my spirits up.


*


Mum and Rick moved from Oxford to a village called Minety, in Wiltshire, in 1980, at around the time I left home to go to university. I loved the kitchen in the new house, but I was always going back to Rawlinson Road in my mind.


I was looking for a birthday present for Mum one day, about four years on from that date. I wanted to give her something personal, and something that showed her that I wanted to be with her, even though I was not there much at the time. I decided that a pair of cups and saucers would be just the thing, conjuring up the image of us sitting together talking, drinking coffee, eating toast and, maybe, honey.


[image: image]


I went to one of those old-fashioned china shops that there used to be lots of, in search of cosy shapes and colourful patterns, with Mum’s kitchen in mind. What I found were indeed lots of cups and saucers: mostly in the Botanic Garden pattern by Portmeirion, which I thought angular and heavy; or Denby, which was much too dull; or white and gold formal nonsense; or even figurines (help!) from Doulton; or incomprehensible, biscuity, pale blue Wedgwood with sprigged classical motifs. But none of the china for sale bore any relation to the feeling of Mum’s kitchen. As I surveyed the shelves, with their internal lighting and insistence on formality and orderliness, I realised that this was all completely out of step with the way she lived: her big chipped painted dresser – in Wiltshire as in Oxford – was covered in messy, relaxed kit for a non-matching sort of life. Every day she mixed old things from markets, or china out of Granny’s cupboards, with things bought on holiday abroad, big chipped Deruta mugs, Mason’s Brown Quails and plates from Habitat with pink rims.


Where was the easy-going everyday china – colourful, relaxed, fun to use?


Suddenly I could see it, on my mind’s dresser. I knew what it looked like, and I knew that I wanted to make it. For several months (or perhaps ever since I had started to worry about a career, at about 15) I had been searching for an idea for a product or service that I could really put my heart into, to build a worthwhile company.


This was it! Hooray! I felt ecstatic. Luckily I had not the faintest idea of what lay ahead.




Brown bread
MAKES THREE 1KG LOAVES



Tip 1.5kg spelt flour (white or wholegrain, the choice is yours) into a very large, warm bowl. Stir in 2 sachets (4 teaspoons) of easy-blend fast action yeast and 1 tablespoon of salt. Pour in 900ml warm water (approximately 30°C) and, using your right hand only, stir and amalgamate the flour mixture with the water. Though it may get messy, do persevere – the dough will soon come together. Work the dough into a ball, then knead for a few minutes, still using only your right hand (I turn the bowl anti-clockwise with my left hand as I do this). Cover with a clean tea towel and leave on the side in a warm kitchen to double in size. This should take 3–4 hours. Turn the dough out onto a lightly-floured surface and knead again for a few minutes until smooth, knocking the dough back to its original mass. Divide into three. Knead each piece into a neat shape and put it into a greased 1kg loaf tin. Leave somewhere warm again until the loaves have doubled in size. Preheat the oven to 190°C/170°C fan/gas 5. Bake for 35 minutes, then remove the loaves from their tins and return to the oven for another 10–15 minutes. They are done when they sound hollow when tapped on the base. Leave to cool on a wire rack before slicing. This makes the most heavenly toast – you will never look back.
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Chapter 2
–
Spongeware shards and dreaming up my own shapes
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BEACHCOMBING in London sounded exciting when I first heard about it from my boyfriend Alex and his brother Anthony (in the early 1980s). Now it seems positively exotic, as pretty much every jetty, pontoon or gate that gives onto the Thames in London is festooned with razor wire, making it almost impossible to get down to the beaches which are uncovered along the river at low tide. Maybe this is as well, as the river flows very strongly with ferocious swirling tides, and if you hang over the parapets and look down at the water as the tide comes in, it looks easily possible that you could find yourself cut off on one of those dirty beaches, without a way up the slimy green walls of the Embankment. But Alex and Anthony were undeterred and probably shinned over the barriers unconcerned anyway to go mudlarking. And the result was that many of the mantelpieces, windowsills and shelves in their house in Brixton were littered with a bewitching collection of shards of broken pottery, collected along the foreshore in London.


These were varied, with plenty of ubiquitous Willow pattern and lots of serviceable brown and cream fragments from bottles and jars – beer, lemonade, cream, marmalade, facecream, toothpaste. . . all these commodities and many more used to be sold in sturdy stoneware containers which often show snatches of enthusiastic marketing (‘finest available’) in elegant decorative scripts. On Port Meadow in Oxford, the council are stuck in an intermittent struggle with ‘bottlediggers’ who arrive after dark (or anyway, when the coast is clear), raise an area of turf and scuffle about in the shallow grave of the city’s municipal Edwardian rubbish. My children found this absolutely irresistible for a while and we too acquired our own grimy museum. But amongst the shards in Alex’s kitchen there were lots of cheerful, brightly-coloured pieces, whose designs were clearly applied by hand and often with a happy disregard for neatness, as the motifs were frequently smudged or crooked. What was this curious, attractive and faintly familiar pottery? What had these pieces been when whole?


[image: image]


 


As proto-engineers, men prone to messy practical projects such as disembowelling motorbikes in the bathroom or deciding to rewire the top floor of the house after supper, Alex and Anthony of course knew all about this stuff. Anthony gave me a comprehensive tutorial on the subject. It turned out that much of his collection was in the Victoria and Albert Museum, and he knew this obscure subject intimately. He explained that these were pieces of domestic china – mostly bowls, with some mugs and plates – and that the ware was often stained brown not, as I assumed, from lying in the mud, but from a lifetime on the back of the kitchen range or in a slow oven. This was the broken pottery from the kitchens of the most modest houses in the city. The ware was often chipped under the glaze, indicating that it had been bought as a reject, very cheaply, perhaps from a small factory, or even scavenged from the heap to be found at the back door of every pottery works. He guessed that the decoration was sometimes done by unskilled labour, perhaps not unusually by children, and after glazing and another firing, the cheaply-priced result would have been sold on market stalls to housewives with no extra to spend on fancy china.


He said that the decorations were applied using the cut root of a natural sponge, dipped in ceramic colour and dabbed onto the ware to form simple repeat patterns. A bit like potato-printing. (I learned subsequently that Irish spongeware-type pottery really was printed using a spud.) Anthony reckoned that the technique was initially a Scottish speciality, but that once it had gained some popularity, the more go-ahead Staffordshire potters got in on the act and made spongeware commercially, probably well into the twentieth century. Where could I go to look at whole pieces?


Ah. He was enigmatic about this. It was hard. This was ware that was never looked after carefully or kept for best, and as such it was well beneath the radar of museum curators, so rather difficult to say. . .


*


I had just spent 18 months, since I left university, working for two clever, funny girls whose knitwear designs were proving popular. In my final months for Sal and Jo I recruited something like 800 knitters to make up the orders for their designs for one season, to meet fashion deadlines. It was an amazing experience, but not a situation I’d willingly re-create, I vowed. I wanted to get my designs made in a factory. Because that sounded to me like an orderly procedure. Where was I to find that factory? And how did I convert my ideas into pottery I could hold in my hand?


I turned to my most practical and gainfully employed friend. Terry was a graphic designer who I had known for some time. He had kindly put bits of work my way when I was short of money, or when he needed a simple but long job done in a hurry. I especially remember a stressful day when he asked me to write more than 250 captions for a catalogue for a sale of assorted needlework. All the lots had previous descriptions but spread across several different brochures. I had only to find them, then re-draft them where necessary to make the various pieces sound as, well, exciting as possible, with the correct new lot numbers attached, while working from stamp-sized grey photographs. And it had to be done in a day for immediate emergency delivery to the printer, with no time for proofing as the sale was imminent. Terry knew what he was about. When I drank a cup of coffee with him in the morning before I started, I was a rank amateur at adult life who had yet to hand in so much as an essay on time; by lunchtime (a cigarette only – no time at all to eat) I was a desperate woman; and by nine that evening, when I slapped the completed catalogue on his desk, I was a grown-up. And in need of a drink. So he was a likely and, as it turned out, an inspired person to turn to with these burning questions.


One night in the autumn of 1984 when Alex and I were at a very noisy party, I found that I was experiencing a new sensation. I wanted to move away from the music and no, I didn’t want to dance – I really wanted to talk about work. Terry was patient, and he also had the vital information that Stoke-on-Trent was where I was going next.


He had recently done a big job for one of the breweries. A small part of the new look for which they were paying him eye-watering sums of money was new kit for the bars of their pubs, such as water jugs, ashtrays and, most importantly, pump pulls – as ornate and elaborate as possible, fit for the chapped pink paws of the blowsiest of Sickert’s barmaids. He said that Sam Spencer was the man, the best in the business of ceramic model making, and he would get me his number tomorrow – no! Wait a minute, here it was in his pocket, and yes, I wrote the number down on a fag packet on the spot. Terry said,


Call him tomorrow. Don’t hang about. And when you have been to Stoke, come and tell me all about it.


The thing was, I didn’t know the first thing about how to make pottery. So I made it up as I went along. But from the very beginning it never crossed my mind to use existing shapes. I pictured a little gang of my own pieces, all clearly meant for each other. From Terry I had the name and number of the model maker, someone who would actually create these pieces, so now as a matter of urgency I had to be able to describe these shapes. Just as I was sure that the shapes must be my own, and friendly to each other, so I was also sure that even if they drew their strengths from real pieces, they must be created from scratch – no copies.
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My ideas about shape were – still are – based on a deep love of the look of what I understood to be English, and probably specifically Staffordshire, earthenware. In fact I now know that some of my favourite things were made in Scotland, where the east coast potteries at Kirkcaldy and Portobello were very important, as they made lots of lively spongeware; or in Sunderland, with its lustre and its engraved designs commemorating ship launches, political campaigns and, frequently, the engineering triumph of the Iron Bridge in Coalbrookdale, Shropshire.


And in truth I love lots of continental wares: such as French earthenware from Lunéville, Quimper, delftware from the Netherlands, and stencilled and aerographed nineteenth- and early- twentieth-century pieces from Villeroy & Boch. And I’m not really that committed to earthenware, as I especially like French catering porcelain such as Pillivuyt. And yet in my mind there was a shadowy but sinewy conviction about the vital importance riding on getting each shape exactly right, and I knew that I could do this. And that English earthenware would be the touchstone. This unlikely self-belief came both directly from Mum’s expectations that we would be competent and practical, and at the same time from a desire to scotch her exasperating casual scepticism. When she heard what I was up to (I had to explain a bit, because she caught me red-handed loading two boxes of china into Alex’s car, otherwise I’d have instinctively hidden my project from her at this tender stage), she merely said,


I think you may have to find someone who knows what they are talking about.


Then she went to commune with Bob, who helped in the garden, about sweet williams in the border along the churchyard wall, ignoring the telephone ringing in the house behind us.


*


I had a date a few days hence with Terry’s model maker, so I had to pull these ideas out of the shadows. Now.


I had decided to round up all my favourite things and assemble them in an empty upstairs room in Alex’s house in Brixton, where they were watched over by a group of forlorn rusty radiators, the sort of thing that the brothers could never leave in a skip. Like Beatrix Potter’s Mr Tod, I had more than one home and, also like him, I had no qualms about borrowing from the kitchen china in all of them. My other bolt-hole, when life in Brixton was unappealing, was my cousin Desmond’s house in Chelsea, where the china was of a much more useful and serviceable character than the facilities (including the hot water geyser, which banged and wheezed and created maximum suspense before igniting with a whoosh to produce a frugal hot water supply), or the heating – there wasn’t any. But the china was lavish and varied, and in its ranks I found inspirational dishes and bowls.


Alex and Anthony had lots of nice pottery and this too I herded upstairs, selectively.
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