NELSON POTTERS ASSOCIATION

HISTORICAL

The clay industry in Nelson began in 1842 with the arrival of the first European settlers. The Examiner of 19th March shows that four brick fields were in existence in the Nelson region. But there was no early history of domestic pottery. It was to be Mirek Smesek who arrived in Nelson in 1952 with four years experience of being involved with clay and unlimited enthusiasm for making pots, who changed that. Nelson district had the clay and minerals that he wanted.

 When Mirek decided to make pottery a full time occupation it was regarded as a very risky undertaking, but not long after he established his pottery Barry Brickell, Len Castle and Terry Barrow arrived in Nelson, they were all bound by a common interest in clay attitudes, philosophy and enthusiasm.

Mirek was asked to teach at the Nelson Technical School in 1954 the demand was high and he started to teach five classes a week. Right from the beginning large numbers of adult students were keen to become potters.

The arrival of Harry and May Davis in Nelson in late 1962 was a significant milestone. Harry and May Davis had met at Bernard Leach’s pottery in the 1930’s. The travelled extensively and were involved with pottery’s in several countries before settling and establishing Crowan Pottery in Cornwall in 1946. They had a very successful business, but the quality of life was changing in Britain and they eventually decided to shift to New Zealand. They left England with their four children, Stephen Carter, their apprentice of four years and crates of equipment. They were attracted by the life style and the abundance of raw materials here in the Nelson region. They set up Crewenna Pottery and built a workshop and huge two  chamber oil fired kiln, which held 2,000 pots each firing – 1,000 in each of the glaze and biscuit chambers. They had hoped to build up a team of potters, but were not able to find people in the area willing to commit themselves long term. Stephen stayed for several years and daughter Nina worked there after graduating from Fine Arts School in Canterbury. The Davis’ built up a thriving business selling most of their work from the home.

Jack and Peggy Laird arrived in Nelson in 1964 and established Waimea Craft Pottery. They set up an apprenticeship scheme providing work for local people and offering training in a workshop environment for young studio potters. The scheme was a 10,000 hour or five year programme which was designed to provide both skills for the potter and five years production for the pottery in return. In later years , fully trained potters were also offered the opportunity to work at Waimea, producing their own work for sale through established outlets.

In 1973 Jack Laird was joined by his son Paul who continues to work at Waimea producing a range of domestic ware and sculptural ceramic art.

Royce McGlashen was the first apprentice to train at Waimea Pottery and has since become one of New Zealand’s leading potters, teachers, and ceramic artists.

Many others were employed at the Waimea Pottery and have also become well established potters in their field.

The Nelson Potters Association was formed in 1979 and Bob Heatherbell was elected the convenor. Their aim was to serve the interests of the local developing potters in the region and promote pottery within the Nelson area. With this in mind Meg Latham was asked to put together a proposal for a potters guide in 1981. This was the beginning of the long running and ever popular potters map which is produced annually and is the most successful potters marketing map in the country. Meg designed and co ordinated this important publication untill 2003, when she handed over the publication to the Nelson Potters committee, who still produce the map today.

The Suter Art Museum has been a long standing supporter of the potters of the region. When Austin Davis took over as director in 1977 he set about finding ways of raising money for the gallery’s modernisation fund. Austin saw the summer holidays as the best time to make money and decided to set up a pottery display and sale, in a three week period he sold $13,00.00 worth of pots.

Austin Davis had proved that the gallery had an active part to play in the community, and the potters benefited by the increased sales both through the gallery and the extra visitors coming to their workshops. A successful partnership had been forged between The Suter and the potters in Nelson.

The Nelson Potters Association became involved in the selection and organisation in 1980, and have assisted in mounting a number of major national ceramic exhibitions.

Austin set about making ceramics part of the permanent collection . NPA have bought pieces over the years to add to this collection. These works are held in the permanent collection and shown occasionally at exhibitions of the permanent collection.

The Nelson Suter Art Society has always supported pottery in Nelson, frequently bringing in guest potters from all around the country for its Spring and Autumn exhibitions, and encouraging working members from the region to display their work.

Since the beginning the NPA has always worked for the best interests of the potters it serves. Exhibitions are organised, a newsletter is produced, submissions both locally and nationally are made as needed, slides and historical data collected, an annual potters map produced, displays maintained, promotional material and branded packaging produced and liaisons with other organisations maintained. The ceramic community has become more diverse and more diffused over recent years, and with the growth of cultural tourism remains a strong force in the artistic life of New Zealand.
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