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The interview is illustrated by photographs from the CPA (Craftsmen Potters Association, now the Craft Potters Association) Archive on deposit in the Ceramic Archive at University of Wales, Aberystwyth. They are available through the National Library of Wales. 

In this interview with Moira Vincentelli Pan Casson Henry recalls the early years of the Craft Potters Association and the CPA shop, which she ran for thirteen years from 1960. She discusses how the shop was set up, the arrangements for running it, the style of the decor and the debates around selecting work. In 1974 Pan Casson set up her own gallery, the Casson Gallery, in Marleybone High Street where she sold ceramics, prints, jewellery and glass till 1988. The interview dates from 1994 but the transcript has been revised with some additional information added in 2005. These parts have been left as a different colour. 
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The Beginnings of the Craft Potters Association 

MV . Can you tell me a little about how you first got interested in art and ceramics? 

PCH Well really the ceramics part was through my brother, Mick Casson. 

MV What about your family? 

PCH Well I suppose there was an artistic streak - not that I am claiming I have one. My mother was an amateur painter when she was young and my sister Joan also was an amateur painter but she was much better than I was. Of course when Mick went to art school he too started out deciding he wanted to be a painter but the moment he got his hands into clay of course he decided he wanted to be a potter. So, he finally had a small pottery in a business near Russell Square with my other brother and I became fascinated with this and I used to go down a couple of times a week in the evening and he showed me how to make pottery. Now I am a bit of an all or nothing person, if I take on anything I do tend to give it my all if I am really interested. I was doing something else entirely different and I didn't have the time to give it, so I walked away from it. Now to my mind I am not a potter but at least I had the understanding of ceramics. I had the understanding of the use of the clay, the wheel, certain glazes, things like that. So when several years later Mick phoned me one day and said I would be hearing from a man called David Canter, and I said 'My goodness what's all this about'. And he said 'Well you know, there is an association of potters we've been forming and David Canter has really got the bit between his teeth. He is determined to find a shop for us so we can all belong and sell our ceramics through the shop. So I said, 'Where do I come in?'. 'Well' David said 'we'll need someone to run the shop'. Now, first of all a lot of people said that because we had no money - which was perfectly true - we could get volunteers. David said 'The last thing we want is volunteers, because somehow the whole of that system breaks down, someone doesn't turn up - it's a minefield. I personally want someone... What sort of person? Well let me say the sort of person I am looking for, although we may not get'. He said 'It could be a man or woman - they don't need paying or hardly anything at all - it would be nice if they did have some sort of business sense and of course it would be even better if they knew something about ceramics. Now does anybody here know anybody?' And Mick said, 'Pan, I found myself saying - I have a sister - who might be interested'. So, he took my number and he did phone me. That day changed my life. 

Fig 1 †Pan Casson posing in the first CPA shop in Lowndes Court

The Casson Family 

MV Can I go back to your brothers and sisters. 

PCH I have four brothers and two sisters. The only - the most artistic one is Mick. And the other artistic one is my sister Joan who was and still is an amateur painter. 

MV Mick was potting with someone? 

PCH No. He began to work in the basement of a hardware business that he and our other brother Tony owned near Russell Square. I became fascinated and would go there once or twice a week in the evenings and he showed me the delights and frustrations of making pottery. 

MV And when they first turned to you were living in London? Were you a London family? 

PCH Oh yes, I was born just near here, Highgate village. I have lived near here most of my life. 

MV So what were you doing in London at that time? Were you a housewife? 

PCH No I haven't been a housewife all that many times because I have enjoyed being in business. In fact most of my life from very early on I was put into the family business because one of us was expected to go into the business 

MV Which was? 

PCH . Restaurants. I was the fourth generation of the family in that business. It was so fortuitous, as I had literally only a given up what I was doing for a matter of weeks. So Mick knew I was not doing anything, which wasn't like me, and guessed I would soon get bored and he was right.

MV You were married at this point with children ... ? 

PCH I have been married twice and I have one son by my first marriage. He was seventeen at the time. 

David Canter and the first CPA shop in Lowndes Court 

PCH So that was the situation ... we were living just near here in Highgate so as I said when Mick said David Canter will phone you and he'll tell you all about it so I thought - I don't know - trust old Mick to put my name forward. Anyway next day I had this phone call and he invited me ... so I thought I might as well go and see what it was all about which I did. At that time David ran and owned the pen shop. He had a pen shop in Upper Regent St. So I went up there and met him and from the moment I met him, we absolutely got on enormously. He told me what he wanted or expected to run CPA. I seldom drink and he decided he would like to offer me some wine, which foolishly I accepted and so I ended up a bit tipsy and said 'yes' to everything. And when I got back home Paul, my husband, said to me 'How did you get on?' and when I told him he said 'Pan, no one person can do that'. (laughing) 'Well actually I got a bit tipsy and said yes to everything'. But I was intrigued and so David invited me along to the shop - this was in 1959 - and he arranged to meet me, so he, Mick and I met in Lowndes Court just off Carnaby St to look at this shell of a place David had just discovered. It was very broken down, run down and it needed loads of repainting. It was such a bad state that when we went to sign everything, they actually gave it to us rent free for several months and that does not happen very often, particularly in the West End. 

Fig 2 †Pan Casson and David Canter

MV So this was just before it was, it became popular. 

PCH It was quite a long time before Carnaby Street became the mecca of sixties London. This was 1959 and it took us a year to build it into the shop. 

MV At that time it would have been in the back streets in the West End? 

PCH Well no, but except it always was such a lovely street. When I look back now... there were some lovely little shops there and it was always very busy because you see it was near the Palladium and many days you could be walking along there and you would see some of the stars coming from rehearsing and they would be in and out of some of the pubs. It was such a lively little street. 

MV It had good potential and they recognised that? 

PCH Oh yes absolutely. It was really another three years before the Carnaby Street bubble burst and it burst in a nice way. It was so exciting when I look back, to be there at that time. You could feel the change all around you. Although it was sad, well I thought it was sad, to see some of these lovely little shops go because I knew nearly all of them and they used to say - 'we're not going to sell to these people, we'll hold out', but of course they made them offers they couldn't refuse and one by one they went. 

MV But the CPA stayed on there? 

Opening the shop 

PCH Oh yes I must tell you one little anecdote which will just show you how 'poor' we were. It is that the day we opened, which was May 1960 - it had taken just about a year to build and we did everything ourselves. Weeks before I had asked all the associate members if they would kindly save their plain brown paper bags and let me have them and I ironed them all out and kept a whole pile of them behind my counter and the day we opened we had forgotten about the tissue paper and I went out to the other shops in Carnaby Street and bought two reams of tissue paper. So, it is all these wonderful stories that are coming back to me now. 

Fig 3 †CPA shop in Lowndes Court 

MV So when you started getting involved, which was a year before it actually opened, you were agreeing to help set this business up really and you didn't need to be paid at that point or not very much? 

PCH It sounds if I put it this way. No, I did not need the money if you like to say that. Of course David insisted on paying me something because he was a business man that thought we just can't have anybody here for nothing and so, yes it was a very small amount. 

MV It was a kind of symbolic amount? 

PCH For me it was a challenge and an interest and above all that, it was my whole way of life. It turned out to be my whole way of life for thirteen years, and it wasn't a job to me. I spent hours and hours and I sometimes didn't leave there till nine o'clock at night, much to my husband's annoyance, but I just loved it and all the people I met. 

MV Can you tell me about the day you opened? 

PCH Well we opened with a wonderful exhibition of a potter called Ray Finch of Winchcombe Pottery in Gloucestershire and Ray had always only been an earthenware potter and Winchcombe had only done earthenware. It had a great history as Michael Cardew and Colin Pearson and other potters had worked there. Ray had decided that now was the time to turn to stoneware and his stoneware had never been seen, only if you went out there to buy. So David got him to agree to put on the exhibition which took up the whole of the ground floor. It was really beautiful. 

MV And there was other work as well? 

Decorating the shop 

PCH Oh yes, you came in on the ground floor obviously and you went downstairs and came into this beautiful basement. It wasn't when I first saw it - I thought 'Oh my God, yuck', and we had to try to do it as cheaply as possible and so we had lots of volunteers and some of them claimed to be very good at certain things which fortunately for us they were, but the main people, men, who made my desk, all the shelving and everything, that was David Canter, my brother, Mick, and Lawrence Keen. David got out a proper rota system, other wise you would turn up and not know what to do. David was there quite a lot, but he certainly couldn't be there every day of the week. He had The Pen Shop in Regent Street but he also had a partner and he was lucky because he could take quite a bit of time off because his partner was happy to carry on. The rest of us all had different jobs. I volunteered to do the painting - or the paintwork. I thought I was quite competent once because Paul had shown me once how to paint properly and I had to prove it to David because he really was a stickler for having everything just right and he saw what I did and said "Yes you can paint Pan" and I started off. I remember wearing a brand new pair of emerald green jeans and I decided that every time I went there I was always going to wear those jeans and a year later I was still wearing those jeans but by the time I took them off for the last time they were tattered and torn and covered in paint. And finally one of my last jobs was painting the outside of it and I was up an enormous ladder and the final touch was outside on the windows and I can see myself doing that now. So we had great fun because we met a lot of people and got to know each other by meeting to do actual work there. It was all so exciting. 

MV So the actual process of setting up the shop as a community experience was very important? 

PCH Oh yes, it was thanks to David, there was no doubt about that. He got us all together and we did work hard but, oh gosh we had fun. 

Fig 4 †Group photograph from left to right Mick Casson, Peter Arnold, Peter Stoodley, Anita Hoy, Lawrence Keen, David Canter all admiring the large saltglazed jar made by Rosemary Wren for the shop sign at Lowndes Court. The jar is now in the Aberystwyth Collection. (photo: Ian Jordan)

The big question so many asked then and later, was how was the building of the shop financed? David approached several of us to give, not lend, a certain amount of money. He had estimated the cost of the materials needed such as wood, glass, flooring (and being a trained architect he was experienced in this) so those of us who could give, did. There was no guarantee of being paid back because no one had any idea how successful this venture would be. But in return as a gesture of thanks for the financial help given, we later offered those potters a special solo exhibition of their work for two weeks at a time. No charges were made for expenses incurred so quite a few were delighted to take up this offer. It was of great interest to me to put on exhibitions because I got to know the potter more as we encouraged him or her to be in attendance as much as possible so they could meet the customers and discuss their work if necessary. 

The same request for financial help came when we moved the shop from Lowndes Court to the much larger premises in Marshall Street in 1968, but this time David guaranteed that all the money loaned would be paid back within two years - I think it was. As it happened sales 'took off' quicker than we anticipated and it was paid back very much sooner. 

MV How had he got interested in pottery? 

Walter Lipton and the Rural Industries Bureau, Lady Pamela Glenconner 

PCH . Ah, the interest in his pottery. At the time he lived in Surrey and he had got friendly with Rosemary and Denise Wren who in turn... through Walter Lipton . Better come back to Walter Lipton, because really the CPA was founded because of Walter Lipton. He headed up the Rural Industries Bureau in those days and because of the nature of his job he went around visiting very small business and to help them and give them advice and of course he met an number of potters who were very isolated... didn't know other potters. He thought it would be a good idea to get them all together and the only way to get them together was to have an exhibition. He in turn knew Lady Pamela Glenconner and approached her, to ask her... because she had a large house, if she was prepared hold an exhibition in her house. Pamela was the most marvellous - I shall use 'character' - in the most wonderful sense that I can use that word because she was. And she was such a support to us all and we loved her dearly and she became our Chairlady. Of course that took a long time to get together and I wasn't on the scene at that time, so because they then all got together and saw what a wonderful idea it was they decided to form an Association. Now David of course because of the Wrens, he used to go and pot a bit at the Wren's pottery and they used to fire his work and then, of course, he bought his own very small kiln in his own house and really he sort of came through it in that way. He was so clever he was one of those men who could put his hand to anything and so he loved potting and that's how he came into it. (What I have just said about the beginnings of the CPA is only the outline as you can imagine. I just want to give the 'feel' of it at the time and not to record the details of the many meetings and discussions that were held before it all came together.) 

MV Was he always running a business as well? 

PCH Well the same pen shop but because he had a partner it was good that he had the time to give to the Association. So really that's how it was formed.

Running the shop and the selection debate

Fig 5 †View through the window of Lowndes Court (photo: Vane)

MV Well lets go on to the actual running of the shop? Selling was going to be a very important part of this? PCH Oh it wasn't only very important, it was the only bit really. We had to sell well to pay the expenses obviously. The idea was that the potters could bring work. They had to belong as a member and we got forms out and they joined properly and paid so much a year, a very small amount. 

MV Was there right from the beginning selection? 

PCH No. When we first opened it was very idealistic I suppose, looking back on it now. We assumed - when I say we I mean David, myself and the committee - we assumed the best potters would bring their best work and everything would be lovely but of course it didn't work that way because the longer we stayed open anyone could come along, join as a member and they could put whatever work they liked in. As I was explaining, we had a ground floor and a basement. Downstairs in the basement, the three men put up all the shelving and everyone was entitled to a space on a shelf where their name was and where they could put their work on show, all priced, and people could go down there - the public could go down there. To keep the cost down, the floor was lined with the most beautiful Delabole slate which we had sent up from Cornwall and it looked absolutely wonderful. That was one of the nicest bits about it. 

MV So it was slate with wood? 

PCH Very ordinary wood, very simple shelving, and all the walls were white washed and all the wall had been rendered - I didn't know what rendering was but I found out and did it. You couldn't hurt that floor, it was everlasting. 

Setting standards 

PCH So as I said, in theory anyone could join, they could become a Full Member then they had this space on the shelf. 

MV Did you ever think you might run out of space or did you feel there would be room for everyone that wanted? 

PCH I suppose we thought there would be room but we really didn't know. 

We hoped to encourage the best work but we didn't always get it. The fact is that some of the work coming in was certainly not up to the standard we expected and I became very worried about this. Being there every day and having to put it on display put me in the position of thinking - I can't stay here and deal with this inferior work. I certainly wasn't alone in this worry and as we were anxious to attract certain top potters to join the association we knew they wouldn't unless we did something about it. So Mick and David called a special meeting to be held at the shop. The meeting was packed. David explained the situation and that we must change from non-selection to selection and that the vote would be taken there and then. David and I felt so confident that we would get the support so imagine our amazement when the Yes votes only scraped through! Not for a moment did it cross our minds that we might be thwarted on this; we believed utterly that this was the right course to take - and it was - because everything would have been so different otherwise. The most difficult part of the change over for me was having to confront the potters whose work was considered to be sub-standard. The newly-formed Selection Committee, which included David and myself, had to go through every member's work and vote on almost every pot in view! Time consuming but vital to be completely fair to everyone. The potters were asked to remove certain pieces or in some cases, all of their work and this was very traumatic for me because no committee member faced them like I had to do. Some were angry, some upset and I too was upset at times because I had become close to quite a few - but there you are, it was awful but had to be done to try to raise the standards all round. A very emotional time. However, once selection was in place things were different naturally. 

MV Was it the kind of people you might not have wanted in who voted against selection? 

PCH I think it was a mixture, I'm trying to remember. I know I wasn't surprised when some people's hand shot up, I was surprised at some of the others, I did ask one or two of them afterwards, and one particular member, who I can't name, but a person very dear to me - I was amazed when I saw the hand go up. The answer was that she was such an idealist person she just thought it was terribly sad that these people who perhaps weren't terribly good potters weren't getting a chance, but I am afraid we had to be much more commercially minded. We had to be commercially minded, otherwise we couldn't pay the rent - we couldn't do anything. 

MV Was it true that what you saw as being the good pottery was selling better in the shop than the poor stuff? 

PCH I have to say 'No', I can t claim that I noticed it at the time. No I am constantly amazed even after all these years at what people will buy. I sound a bit rude when I say that because what is so very difficult to define is of course the word 'taste'. We knew what we wanted in the shop. 

MV Can you say what kind of things you wanted? 

PCH Oh dear. 

MV Or maybe what kind of things you were very worried about? There are two possibilities one of them might be... 

PCH Well may I interrupt you ... one of the glaring examples of course if you got... lets take the very simple things - a mug or a plate - because we sold sculpture... teapots or the whole range of ceramics although I won't call a teapot a basic thing, it is one of the most difficult things to make, that's why some potters don't make them.. But talking about mugs and saucers and plates - if there was obviously a terrible handle that you couldn't get your finger through or was very difficult to hold or the lids didn't fit. I particularly got to be known - 'well, don't take anything to show to Pan if the lid doesn't fit because she won't accept it!' That gave pottery a bad name in so many places. 

Fig 6 Pan Casson holding an admired stoneware pot

MV So function was very important? 

PCH Function was terribly important.

MV So you could look at things when they first came in and decide? 

PCH Not in the first six months, I couldn't. But once selection was in place I personally could remove anything from the potter's 'space' and put it aside until the next Selection Committee meeting. If the rejection was agreed I would inform the potter and ask for it to be removed. Also, any member of the Committee could do the same - this seemed to work very well. 

MV What about commercial things? Not things that are necessarily badly made, or for example slip cast things or was there anyone who was going over to too much to mass production or imagery that you felt was not nice? 

PCH You're absolutely right, so many of the things were absolutely ghastly - it was terrible, terrible, unbelievable - some of things that came along and people were buying them. 

MV So it wasn't just financial turnover, it really was a kind of value - a standard of pottery you wanted? 

PCH Oh yes, definitely. This was always going to be difficult to define 'standards' , but a decision was taken to print a two-page leaflet setting out a statement of policy on the subject of standards of work and method of selection of new member's work. This was going to be available to any new applicant requesting to see it. Later, during the time Mick was Chairman of the CPA the Council decided to review its whole policy of selection. Mick called a meeting, but after lengthy discussion we just couldn't agree so the whole thing was scrapped. We simply went back to the basic way of viewing the work of an applicant together with their background information which they had written on the application form, answering such question as 'Had they been to art school or evening classes, etc, etc' and then by a majority vote they were accepted or rejected. We gave a great deal of time to each applicant's work - discussing and arguing - it certainly was not a quick Yes or No. Because, once again, I faced all the applicants I had an idea that I put to the committee. I proposed to take notes during out meetings as to why we rejected the work. I said 'Why don't we suggest certain things and give more help where necessary, because the first thing anyone says to me is why is my work not accepted?' I also said the notes would be strictly confidential and that I personally would type them - not another member of staff - and the potter would be told this. 

The idea was enthusiastically received. I am sure - well in fact I know - that quite a few potters were helped by this because no one else was giving advice. I did get some abuse from one or two however, but that was to be expected I guess - all in a day's work!! 

MV Did that count for much? Would you say that people who had art school training were more consistently getting through the selection system than people who hadn't. 

PCH I think on balance, yes, true. And apart from being very strict on who we were going to accept we also felt that the public at large didn't know anything about hand-made pottery and what little they did know... I used to say to them 'See how well this teapot lid fits' and so I used to show them and talk to them about it and they used to say 'Oh well it doesn't matter if it doesn't fit - its hand-made pottery'... Gasp... and that is the sort of thing... we were trying to 'educate', if I can use that word - the public. Yes it does matter, lids must fit and handles have got to be right. So many people used to say to me, 'These teapots can't be used, can they? Or - you can't put these casseroles in the oven, you can't put hot food on those plates, can you?' They genuinely thought that any handmade pot was just for show, certainly not for use. I delighted in telling them the reality. Mick and I were really strict on handles and knobs. We used to look at the handle or the lid or the spout. We put that before the actual look of it even if it was a beautiful form and the glaze was lovely or anything like that. If it was supposed to be a functional thing then it had to be functional - it had to work. 

Fig 7 †Exhibition of work in the CPA shop (photo: Vane)

MV . What about the actual look of things? How would you describe the sort of range of things you were getting through the system? † Looking back on it were things being rejected that you might look at differently now?For example - decoration or particular technique... stoneware as opposed to earthenware? You know how people talk about 'brown pots'...was it mostly that kind of thing or were there brightly coloured things? 

The increasing interest in stoneware pottery 

PCH Well I think about that time, about 1960 and the next two or three years there were quite a few earthenware potters including my brother.. and some of them said 'I will always make earthenware I will never change to stoneware'- I am afraid the difference in making the stoneware from earthenware was too much of a pull because the glazing's different, the body's different, the firing's different or can be different - if you use an electric kiln you use an electric kiln... there was this change in the air if you like that people were changing to stoneware. 

MV Was stoneware seen as somehow nearer an art form? 

PCH No I don't think an art form, I am talking about those days, thirty years ago. I think it was the challenge. Some people used to come in and say everything looks brown and grey which of course was absolute nonsense, but stoneware offers a much wider range of glazes for a start and one can use ash and salt and soda glazing because stoneware is fired in a reduction kiln. Therefore stoneware has a different look to earthenware just as porcelain looks different to the other two. We used to have evening meetings at the shop, which were wonderful for all the information and ideas exchanged. 

MV Were you talking there about people who came from around London?

CPA Meetings 

PCH Oh no they would come for miles to a meeting. Apart from the Full Members and there was also Associate members - anyone could be an Associate, these could be full-time potters but maybe they sold from their workshop so they didn't need CPA but it was a minority because they all aimed to have their work shown in London of course - and also people who were interested, not only students but evening class people.

All the meetings, about two or three a year, were well attended by associate members and we all learned so much from them. † Originally the meetings were held in the shop and it was packed with all of us sitting on the floor. † Later on we held many meetings at Friends House in Euston Road. 

Fig 8 †Mick Casson demonstrating at a CPA meeting

MV So how many people would you get? PCH A lot depended on who was talking because obviously there were some smashing talkers and of course the subject - 50 or more sometimes. 

The Lowndes Court shop 

MV You kept going in Lowndes Court until 1967. Weren't you worried that the place was going to burst at the seams. 

PCH And this obviously did happen and we got a bit more money and we got a bit more ambitious. 

MV How big was the first shop? 

PCH I am awfully bad at talking about feet and yards and inches. You came in on the ground floor and it had a lovely sized window. The only thing we spent out on, David insisted, had been lovely thick glass shelves which really looked important. There were brackets so the shelves were fairly simple to move, they built up the window and we covered it with rush matting, The shop was probably about 15 feet by 18 in depth - something like that and there were shelves all round it and there was a solid piece of slate which was low and you could put big pieces of pottery on it. It was very dramatic. 

MV it was very much designed in a modern style? 

PCH It had to be because the wood was so simple, it was just the cheapest wood you could get, stained and polyurethaned and the wood round the walls was just the simplest shelving you could think of and then there was my desk at the back where we took the money and the till, and we had very good lighting. David had nice spots everywhere. You went downstairs, down a nice curved stairway and then you came to the basement which had very simple shelving indeed and then because of all, the little warrens that were around in Carnaby St, we turned one of the little rooms there, and the entrance was terribly low, and we made that as a members' room and the toilet was down there as well. And the members' room consisted of begged and borrowed chairs and armchairs and there was a facility there to make coffee and tea. The whole thing started off because we wanted to be friendly and it was a lovely idea. 

MV When you had customers in the shop did you go down with them or did you just trust them or was there not a problem? 

PCH There was not the problem then, there is now, but of course at first we had to because we could not afford to pay anyone else. I was there five days a week and David on a Saturday and David's wife came in and helped him. I had a rota of volunteers who I could phone. I was not terribly happy about that and could not agree with David about having volunteers to help was a good idea simply because sometimes a person could not come or they could only give a couple of hours, so when we got busier David decided that I should have a paid assistant. I can't remember now just who that was, but obviously having an assistant made a great difference. 

MV How were you paid - were you paid on commission as well? 

PCH No (laughing) no, no. 

MV So You were paid an agreed amount ? 

PCH That's right. Yes I don't think he consulted anyone else - that was rather typical of David. He was Honorary Secretary and I was head cook and bottle washer. I washed that Delabole slate floor many times -anyway I was named Executive Secretary.

Selling and pricing pots 

MV So what did the potters get from selling? The work was there on the basis of sale or return - did you ever give things back. Did you ever say to a potter 'Look this is just not going to sell'? 

PCH Oh yes, I quite frequently said that the more confident I got, and I had been in business, although not that business, so it was a whole new world to me, but in a way business is business. I mean if you have any flair in some ways it doesn't matter what you are doing because there are certain aspects to it that you want to carry on in that way. So in those early days I used to ask David first, 'Look I want to do so and so, do you agree?'and he would say 'yes' - we couldn't be calling committee meeting every five minutes, that was ridiculous so it was he and I. I am quite sure some people thought us a couple of dictators, but if you don't have somebody at the top in a business... so yes and after a while when I had the bit between my teeth and I more or less knew what I was doing he gave me carte blanche and... 

MV So you were able to direct people a bit? 

PCH Of course 

Fig 9 †Pan Casson playing chess - African pots in the window among other things

MV So what percentage did the Association take? 

PCH I can't remember at what point - probably three years and I could see the type of work was selling best and whose work was selling better and David and I had a long talk about this and I said you know so and so's work is going really well but I can't get enough of it. Possibly because they sold in their own shop or they were getting the full amount of money in their own workshop which they wouldn't if it came to CPA because we were taking a percentage. David had the idea - he called it Pan's list - he said 'You know what is going on here, the type of work you want and the people whose work you want more' and he said 'We can approach them and maybe we can actually buy the work to sell'. So I said 'That is brilliant'. We had to call the committee and put this to them and their reaction was good and by that time we had a bit of money behind us. And I went to these potters whose work I wanted to buy, and it worked very well indeed. †

MV When you bought work did you have a discount and therefore sell it at the same price?. 

PCH I must admit to being 'hazy' on this after all these years but the main thing was that most pots would sell for far more in London than in a potters' studio and I was frequently advising some potters that their prices were too low. My special list for buying purposes was also popular for the quick payment they received when they brought in the pottery I had requested, and as I said previously - it worked well for sales in general. 

MV Did it push up the prices? 

PCH Yes but it was not so easy outside London. More potters were becoming more well known to the public, because we were helping to push this anyway, We always gave the name and address of a potter if requested. There were publications about the Association and there was more publicity. So, yes I suppose some potters work did go up in price. 

MV What was the price range? What was a really expensive piece of work? 

PCH Well I think, in those days, sort of £50 - that was marvellous and the mugs were very inexpensive. 

Well known potters and the CPA 

MV What was their attitude to the setting up of the CPA? 

PCH This is slightly dangerous ground. Because they wouldn't join we, David Canter and others, did make overtures to them. One day, a well known potter came to the shop, and I'd never met him before and I didn't know who he was when he walked in and he introduced himself and we chatted, and, because I'm a talker and he is too, we got on very well, and I made him coffee, and gave him all the treatment and he said how impressed he was. And I said as he went to go "Why don't you join us it would give us such a fillip?" And he said it was because of the non selection. But I said that was so long ago. And so I said 'Do please think about it?' And it wasn't long afterwards that he joined. The trouble is we did suffer from that non selection, as I said earlier. People got it in their minds that it was still non selection, and it wasn't and I really had to fight for that. (Oh and by the way, HE was David Leach) 

MV Was Michael Cardew in it from the beginning? 

Fig 10 †Michael Cardew (unknown event)

PCH He was very enthusiastic for us, but of course he was in Africa. He wasn't making his own work. Every time he came over he came to see us. He gave us support.MV What about Bernard Leach? 

PCH He did become an honorary member. We were delighted that David joined, great support and gave lovely lectures. I can't remember who came next, but later on Johnny, his son joined and then Janet Leach joined. 

MV What about Katharine Pleydell Bouverie? 

PCH Oh, darling Beano, her nickname was Beano, She was the dearest person to me - delightful, interesting, charming one of the most wonderful women I've ever met. She gave us her support right from the early days. Her wonderful work was on the shelves from the beginning. At very modest prices. She was a naturally humble person if you like. 

Fig 11 †Supper after a meeting at Pinewoods, Oxshott. Katharine Pleydell Bouverie (Beano) sits in the middle of the front row.

MV She was the kind of person who voted against selection? 

PCH She was.

MV Tell me about what you remember about Beano? † 

PCH Well of course right from the word go, she was known for her glazes. She gave us two wonderful talks on glazes and we were packed out for those. And she was so naturally a humble person, that she used to say, 'I don't see what information I can give people but Pan if you really want me to talk I will' and of course they were terribly interesting and she'd bring all the information with her and she was very generous. She was known for her ash glazes, she used to burn all manner of things, and Lawrence Keen turned round and said 'Well you know Beano, she would have burnt down a stately home just to get the ash'. 

MV What about the aristocratic background? How did it work with her humility, did she appear to have an aristocratic back ground and be well off in her own right? 

PCH She was a very gallant lady, drove an ambulance in the First World War and held a rank in the Women's Auxiliary. Of course I went to her home several times - Kilmington Manor. 

MV When she was living in Kilmington, she had another companion? Robin, who wasn't a potter. 

PCH Robin was much younger - very pretty woman - very protective of Beano. Whereas, Beano you would never say was a pretty woman, but who cares. She had a lovely English speaking voice. In her home was the most gorgeous painting of an ancestor who had been hand maiden to Elizabeth I. And I have a photograph of Beano standing next to this, Paul and I had gone down to collect pots, and Beano had the same profile. This woman was in a red Elizabethan robe with a ruff and a hook nose like Beano had and a sort of black cap on her head. So they go back hundreds of years. 

MV Beano's clothes, what kind of clothes did she wear? Was she always very casually dressed? 

PCH Oh yes, no interest in clothes in that sense at all, just lovely comfortable clothes that suited her. Very straight absolutely black hair, very short and lovely big hook nose. 

MV She was always very supportive of younger potters? 

PCH Oh yes 

MV But in the...but I suppose by then she was quite old, she wasn't taking people to train. What about Norah Braden? 

PCH † Norah Braden never had anything to do with CPA. She was teaching in Bournemouth and she and Beano were always very close but she often came with Beano. She'd look around and make comments. She was quite caustic. She was quite critical, had very strong views. Very strong lady. 

MV What about Denise Wren and Rosemary? 

PCH Denise and Rosemary Wren were always together. I don't think Rosemary ever came in to see me without her mother. They lived together, they worked together and of course they were very close. The significance of them to me was that they were two of the very few potters who were doing salt glaze. And they were known for their salt glaze, because this is all they did. It was salt glaze stoneware. Very few potters in the late '50s early '60s were doing salt glaze. 

MV Were they one of the earliest? 

PCH Well, salt glaze is the oldest way of glazing pots. Old hot water bottles were salt-glazed as well as drainpipes. After the war it was not fashionable. This gave their work was a certain uniqueness to the public. This was one of my roles - to let the public know more about hand-made pottery because they knew so little. They used to say what the devil is salt glaze? 

MV When did Denise Wren start making the elephants? 

PCH She'd always made them when I came on the scene, in '59. So probably she had been making them for years. But I particularly liked them and I was always very pleased when I sold one. Because you really had to like them to buy one, they were unusual and weird, it wasn't just an elephant, there were several elephants there and you almost had to look at it like one of those puzzles for children, when they say 'how many objects can you see in this picture?' And in the end you think, two elephants and...just a minute... there's three. . 

MV Were there others making sculptural pottery? 

PCH , Well Rosemary, 

MV Apart from them, it was rather unusual, most people were making functional pots. 

PCH Yes, There was a potter in '59 who was doing animals, but in quite a different way. Stanislas Reychan, he was Polish. They were highly glazed earthenware in bright colours. And quite different to Rosemary's animal and bird sculptures. Rosemary could make really big sculptures - †all started from a small coil in the palm of her hand, and by the time she'd finished, it would be like two feet long and three feet high. 

MV They were as big as that? 

PCH . Oh yes they were as big as that. I remember putting an Anteater in the window of the CPA once and had to put out several shelves to get it in and it was really (spreads arms) two and half feet. And all started from a small coil in the palm of her hand. 

MV What about figurative sculpture, Audrey Blackman? 

PCH Well yes, she was working in stoneware unglazed. Very different again from the two potters I just mentioned. 

MV But there weren't many people doing figurative work? 

PCH No, I'm just trying to think back. I remember getting one or two sculptors who were a bit peeved because they were turned down. And they said 'You don't know how to look at sculpture'. We denied that of course. 

MV Bill Newland? ... 

PCH Bill Newland wasn't a member. 

MV So there were people working in the fifties who didn't come in. Can you think of any others. 

PCH Only a few of the 'high ups' Lucie Rie and Hans Coper they never joined . They did come. Good heavens if they hadn't, people would have thought why don't they, because of course their interest in ceramics and all their influence and everything. I did have a word with them, as did others. It would have been a terrific feather in our caps. They were always looked up to, but both said they did not want to join any association. Ruth Duckworth was a member. We had her sculptural work as well as her domestic ware - Wonderful, very simple shapes. beautiful ware. Cast salt and pepper pots, I never bought one myself. † Harry Davis joined. Harry Davis' work was wonderful . It was wax resist decoration, very inexpensive, everything beautifully made. I have got so few pieces of his work because it was always there. One of the delights of my life was when Harry agreed to have an exhibition with us. It was always known as Crowan Pottery, and I always said 'I'll get that later', and then suddenly he left England to live in New Zealand and the lovely pottery was gone. We were so used to buying his pots - they were in other shops, not only at CPA and many of us felt deprived, wished we had bought more, but we didn't know soon enough of his and May's decision to leave. One day we were talking about Harry and one of us, can't remember who, but that doesn't matter, wondered if he would have an exhibition here in the larger premises. Considering he was well settled in New Zealand it seemed a bit of a long shot. Anyway, I phoned him, much to his surprise, and then much to my surprise, he agreed. I was overjoyed and of course it was very exciting for those of us who had admired his work for so long. I felt honoured to arrange the whole exhibition for he was such an extraordinary man in so many ways apart from being one of our finest potters. 

MV Did you know May Davies? 

PCH Only very slightly. It was Harry who came to London. It was Crowan Pottery, and yet we always said Harry Davis, we seldom said Harry and May. I can't think why. 

MV A popular way of talking about them? 

PCH It was in a way the popular way of talking about them. I dealt really with Harry and only met May a few times. She too was a wonderful and extraordinary woman. 

MV Dennis Moore - can you say anything about him? 

PCH Yes. He was one of the early members of course. He made stoneware and was known for his fantastic glazes. He used to get the beautiful sang de boeuf and chun glazes to name just two. 

MV Was he quite an old man? 

PCH He appeared to be in his sixties - but he had an oldish demeanor.. 

The New CPA Gallery in Marshall Street

Fig 12 †The new Craftsmen Potters Shop in Marshall Street

MV Tell me how you moved to the new gallery? 

PCH . It came about through David, he was the one who got the ideas and he was the one that pushed us into spending money that we almost hadn't got! 

MV Did you get grants? 

PCH No, never, I'm very proud, we never once went cap in hand. It rankled a bit that the Crafts Centre got quite a lot of money... they got thousands of pounds. It was initially in Hay Hill, but then eventually it moved to Neal Street. Covent Garden. But it's called something else now. 

So, David and I would thrash things out. David would get an idea and he would say this is what we are going to do. David and I always discussed things before we presented it to the committee. We seldom disagreed. David said one day, 'They are building a new complex behind us, building William Blake House. I have been in touch with the people behind it they are going to give priority to the shops that were there'. I asked 'Do you know how much?' and he said 'No this is the problem, I have been trying to get friendly with the lady who is in charge'. She must have been quite sympathetic to us, because we did put a tender in. I think I am right in saying not one of the committee was as confident as us, because even by putting in a low figure it was so much more than we could afford. But he was determined to get that place and he persuaded the committee to put in another a tender. They accepted it. We went back to the committee and said 'They've accepted it' and they were all amazed. And I said 'But we haven't we got the money' and David said 'No, no, I know we haven't' And of course he had this wonderful way of making it all sound so easy, and the rest is history. But he said to me when he and I again got together, 'Look Pan, I know we'll owe money when we first do it, and I want it to get it a really beautiful place, proper shelving, expensive shelving. All you have to do is raise the sales, hopefully fairly soon by 60%'. Although I'm not very good at percentages, that sounds an awful lot of work to me. '60%' said I, and he said 'Yes', and he looked at me and he said 'Do you think that is possible?' And I remember crossing both my fingers behind my back and I said 'Yes'. We got the shop and a lot of it we did ourselves again. Fate stepped in. Right opposite in Beak Street another building was being built. Before it opened, I thought I'd go up there late one night and there was a party going on. So I knocked on the door, and asked if this was a party. 'Can I ask what it is you're celebrating. Is someone taking over?' And he said 'Yes Jaeger, all the administrative staff of Jaeger'. Ah... I thought, great... dashed back home, phoned David... And I'd told them we were opening soon and they would have to wait and see what it was going to be. And it was all the staff and Jaeger, and they were of course all our new customers. So very quickly, certainly in the first year the sales were raised by more than 60%. 

MV The new site, it had larger glass windows and you could up your profile. So you must have been helped, you were always in a fashionable area? 

PCH We opened in 1967 and David Attenborough opened it together with Pamela Lady Glenconner, who gave one of her marvellous, witty, slightly scatty, hilarious speeches! Oh, she was such an endearing lady - we all loved her. David Attenborough had been a great friend to us. 

Fig 13 † David Attenborough, Denise Wren and Denis Moore

He collected pots and had also given us a couple of super lectures when we were in Lowndes Court. The new shop had a 'fresh' look. It was so different in also most every way to a usual shop or gallery. David Canter had designed it of course and it was then quite fabulous. It was a corner site and almost adjoining were the two shop sites he had commandeered for Cranks, his vegetarian shops. The original one was in Carnaby Street. When you mentioned being helped, yes, of course it helped being in much larger premises in an up and coming area, also thanks to the Jaeger occupation opposite, we made a good start. MV So Jaeger staff were your customers. 

PCH . Yes and the flats above. People used to look down. Glass all the way round because we were on a corner site. I ran it for thirteen years and I built it up and when I left we were on the highest peak there had ever been . 

MV Why did you leave? 

PCH I don't think everyone understood. I had a very strong feeling that I should give it up - intuition. It was a sudden decision that I should give it up. I'd loved it for thirteen years, I'd nursed it for thirteen years and when I left it was at its busiest time. 

MV What did you do? 

PCH I resigned immediately - everyone was a bit thunderstruck. I had nothing to do at all. I had been at home for three weeks. David rang and asked me to come back to do the exhibitions display - once a week to do the display, because he knew that I loved that. I said let me think about it. I'll give it a try. If I weren't comfortable or the chap called Chris who was running it didn't like it, I'd stop. But he and I got on well I went back there for quite a while. I had a call from another gallery owner - who wanted help once a week, and off I went to her place and I stayed nine months. Then I said, I don't want to stay anymore. So I gave it up, and then my husband went to Canada, he was away just two days... and I suppose you could say it was sudden.... 

The Pan Casson Gallery 

PCH Paul came back from Canada, and much to his surprise, I said, 'I've made a decision, I want my own gallery'. Paul said 'It's about time too'. It was just something I really wanted to do. So he said 'Where do you think you're going to have it, here in Highate?' and I said 'No I want the West End, I fancy Marylebone High St'. I couldn't get too near the CPA, I had to come away from that area. And I looked up Marylebone High Street, it's a residential area round there, lots of businesses and the medical world. It was a small gallery first of all, it was small, it had a ground floor and it had a basement. I opened in May 1974, so no-one could accuse me of leaving CPA to open my own gallery. I'd left the CPA three years before. I was doing quite well 

MV You were selling much more diverse things. 

PCH I decided I wanted more than pottery, because I was always interested in other crafts - work like modern original prints - nobody turned me down. I was known with a few jewellers, through being in ceramics. Ceramics was my main thing. I opened up and I was doing quite well. One day, thanks to Paul, he saw another place further up. So this was 73 Marylebone High Street, not in good repair, looked pretty awful when we walked in. So we went in, I was a bit... didn't want to know. I looked at it and as I got half way down... I said to the agent... what's behind that wall? I'll make the coffee behind there. Yes I'll have it. Paul said 'My wife does make up her mind very quickly'. The agent said, 'You haven't seen it all...' I knew I wanted it. I was still running the existing shop while we got this place ready, and it took four months. Paul helped me an awful lot and also Mick's father-in-law, he was a craftsman. I opened Oct 21st 1975 and never looked back. 

MV It was a good time for crafts, better than now? 

PCH A lot of things have changed in twenty years - and some haven't changed at all. Being out of that world now, I can't really compare them. It's only what I hear. I stayed there till 1988. I was open all together for fifteen years and loved it. I only dealt in ceramics, gold and silver jewellery, modern original prints, wood, and oh boy did I learn more about wood, and glass. I had some wonderful wood. Last was glass. I put on four special, major exhibitions a year. Which were so well attended it wasn't true, they were queuing outside on Sunday mornings. Nobody came in early, I made that rule at the CPA and got 'daggers in my back'. Nobody came in before anyone else and put red spots on - people could come to openings on Sunday. They could bring husbands and wives, they could park, they could bring children and dogs (if well behaved). My policy was that everything I had, had to be made in this country. My only exception was Gwyn Hanssen who was potting in Australia and I put on the exhibition in 1985. It was so lovely -all her work was wood fired. I opened my first gallery with my brother, Mick's exhibition and closed my second gallery in Marylebone High Street with my brother Mick's exhibition. This was all wood-fired, salt-glazed stoneware and introduced his 'Swimmers' theme. 

MV So you again suddenly decided that you wanted to give up. 

PCH . I wouldn't say I wanted to, because I didn't, but intuitively I knew that I would close it, not that I had to, I'd had my busiest year and my busiest Christmas. As I left CPA at the peak I also left my gallery at the peak. It was intuition. It was horrendous for me both times. Particularly closing my own gallery, because Paul had died eighteen months before, and although I had to go and face people every day, it was such a prop to me. When I finally closed down on March 24th 1988, it was like that (clicks fingers) One day I had a thriving business, next day I had nothing. But it changed my life. 

MV So you immediately began to take up other things. 

PCH . It wasn't immediate. I was determined to play golf and I love it. I've always been someone on the go. The club has changed my life, I'm on the Ladies' Committee. I do a lot of work for two charities, the North London Hospice, John Groomes Disabled, I do a lot of fund raising and help to arrange outings and help with the fete - also just recently, the North London Hospice, fund raising. 

Postscript 

To say I enjoyed every minute of being involved in the CPA is not an over-statement. On the day when David, Mick and I went to see that dilapidated shop, just off an almost unknown Carnaby Street, I can truly say that my life changed and I am forever grateful. Talking about those days after all these years and now re-visiting them in my mind ten years later (it is now 2005) I have been able to evoke a time of friendship, comradeship, excitement, fun and laughter and certainly creativity in the world of pots. I am so fortunate to have these memories - thank you CPA.

