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Exploring the roots of
stoneware in Santa Cruz

By Jennifer Squires

Consider wour faverite mug: the curve of the handle, the

your fingers fit around the cyfinder. There Is a personal re
laticriship there, especially when the muq Is handmadz, a piece
of functlonal ceramic art.

Decadas ago, potters John and Marcla McCeouqgal and Al
Jchnsen’s understanding of that connection led them te faune
a rewoluticnany pattary schoo 11 Swanton, north of Davenpart,
wheie a gereration of stucents aa ned on the craft of procluc
Ina wheel-thrown pottery approp: ate for everysay usa,

10 be a potter was to ke a craftsman, A craftsman makes
things pecide can usa sald Joe Megan, whe operates Dark
Horse Pottery In Davenport and considers the Mc2ougas and
Johnsen menors.

The Big Creek Pottery School opened in 1968 Ina convert
ed chease dairy en Swanton Road. It would traln about 1,160
ctudents over 16 years, leaving an indelible mark on the Santa
Cruz Arts community.

"Having studied with Wildenhain, | knew
a little bit about what teaching was like and
found | liked working with people,”
Johnsen said,

“Back then and stll teday the pecentage of potters eand
pottery in Sarta Cruz, | woukd certainly guess, aould be way uut
of proportion for any other ity said Bruce Bratten, & friend of
tha schools founders who lived at the schoo and served as the
handyrmar for several yaars, "We just have more here, Peosie
viould come and see that”

Priun Lo Johinses, the McDougals, and Lhe Big Creek Poitery
School. Sruce Anderson had baen the sole poter in Santa Cruz,
Andessor nad founded Pogonip Poltery near the old Peganip
Polo Club and hede & ane-ran show of his handiiade stone-
ware al 11e Sante Craz likeary in 1941,

Jonasen, wiro had raned at Os Art Institeie in Los Ange-
las Derdare nuving to Santa Cruz wilh: his Lanily, began a pginter,
He craatec the first srts center in Santa Cruz, 'When it was con-
gemned, his moved the shaw to the ¢la St. George Hewel. The
wyenl, in the early 19605, launched the icanic Catafyse.

It wras about that tirme Arciersen stopped hy lahnsen's
studio, saw hi-n painting, and suggested he oy clay,

Y thought, bell, that's oretty nice, | stayed with it Johnsen
1ad
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I1Above] Bruce McDaugal creates a plece of stoneware in tae classroom at Big O
Pattary.
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(Above) Bruce Andersan, in his Santa Cruz studio,
was ane of the area’s first signihzant potters,

Ewantualty, bath Johnsen 2nd Andesson
studied under Marguesite Wildenhain at the
legendary Poad Sanm Workshaps in Guem-
aville,

Mow 92 and living in Gig Harkor, 'Wash-
ngton, lohnsen is warking on & serses of belis
— some big and some small — as wel ac
tilzs, rassernle dishes, a bit ol sculpture, 2nc
some painting,

"I xeep waorking every day,” he said.

These days, Bruce McDaugal only throws
clay when theeo's a wedaing in the family.
Then, he handcrafts 100 ceramic drinking
glasses to use at the recoption and send
home with wedding guests

MzDovgal found clay at a young age.

As a boy, Bruce McDougal spent summers
sculpting tiny fiqurines made of clay scraped
from a <liff on the shore of Lake Erie. McDou-
gal enjoved the tactile quality af the clay, a
formative childhood experience that inspited
his ife’s work as an artist, craftsman, and
teacher.

*It Just cried out to be played with," Mc-
Dougal, now In his mid-50s, said of the clay. "It
was my No. 1 toy when | was growing up”

McDougal went on to teach arts and
crafts et several ccliages In the 19505 and
warly 635, but grew tired of acaderia, ke and
Marda focused more and more of their tme

. on developing thelr own wares to vand at

craft fairs. In a serendipltous moment, Jonn
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(Above) A selection of Easter eags and chesse on
a plate by Bruce Arderson cf Pozonip Pottery.

sen and the MirDoiaals had neighhoring
booths at a 531 Francisco arts fiestival,
Jehnsen sugaested starting 4
petery school together,

*Havira studied with
Wildenhair, “new a little Bit
anoutwhat teachirgwas like
and “ound | iked working with
people! Johnsen said.

I'ne Blg Creek Pottery
School. cne of just threc
resldentlal clay programsin
the country at the tirma and the
chly one on the West Coast,
immediately sat Itsalf apart
from college Instruction. Tradi
tional university arts programs
nad drifted away from pottary
nagics. An aesthetic shift in the
caramics world, led by renown
artists Pater Youlkas and
Rosert Anescn, valved free-
form: sculpture over functional
pottery.

The st Big Cresk
parmghless affared A Unique
Poitery Experience. Ve like . S T—
puts. We believe in them. and {fbxave) One of Santa Cruz's most formidaole instruc
inthe pattess wha rake them  qars, &l Johinser. Johnsen nat only founded Big Creek
Bruce McDuugal sent the flyess to 4 Seow Creek Pottery Studios, but also helped cre

eolleges afl over the country with 0 1 UC Santa Cruz ceramics praaram.
an At Department compises of
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students at Swanton's pottery school.

iAbove) The two farmhouses that housed the instructors and

four ar mare prafessors — heestimated that
many insiructors gave hupe thas the college
had & cersnves prosram,

Johnsen had faund the property for the
scheal, an old ranch the McCreary fam By,
the proprictars of Big Creek Lumber, ovwmec,
Students lived conmunally at the ranch,
snaring rmeals rmade largely from the onsite
garde and Svestack tre McDougals reised,
They attendec Bruce's class five days a week
and the stuciio, equipped with 26 hane bullt
kick wheels, vwas always apen,

“We e wery forturate” Marca Mcdou-
Gal waid. "We were in the right place at the
riaht tirne”

About 1,100 students attended the &-to
9 wewk sossions, which ran n2any continu-
ously. until the school closed in 1983, The
sty invnlves thoaz things, Bruce McDougal
saick “Practice, practice, practice”

"W started at the beqinning with how
ta work the clay. how to center the clay énd
haw ta pull iz up into whatever It was going
to he: plates and cups and bovds and pltch-
o5, Rruca McDounal sald.

Johnsen left the scheol afer o vearsto
travel, He became & successful studio porter,
opemting Scott Creek Pottery in Smanton,
Farnaus for his corn roasts and pottery sales.
He 2 50 taught caramics 3z UCSC's Cowell
Collecs,

The McDougals continued at Blg Creek.
adding quest workshoos led 2y exenplary
potters. Those programs gave the Biy Creek

52 Sante Cruz Style

Fottery School a na-
tonal raputaticn and,
perhaps more impor-
tanthy, Inspired the
students.

“You cculd just see
these students change.
They were young and e 4
dida't knowe what they were gaing to dof
sald Bratton new a columnist ie Santa Cruz,
“By the time tey 18, they were dilerenas,
thelr ives had changed, just ceally ¢hanped
forever.... Lwias just amazing, really amazing

-

{:
!
i
£
w
.;
[

(Above) Students work on the hand
made pottery wheels at Big Creek
Pottery.

to be & part ol that”

While the Big Creek Pottery School fa-
cusad on the basic principles of hand-thrown
pottery, the intent wits to give students the
1o & nEessary to make 2 living as produc
tion potters so they cauld ko make artistc
pirces. s part of their training, students wene
given direstion on fow to construct theirawn
kick wiheels and taught Fow to build a firing
kiln.

Pottery students from acrnss the country
<enveraed on the Big Creek school, Sfter
they completsd their training, many stayed
in the are to build a life. Some marned
ane another. A greup of former studontsie
the 19705 established a guild in Santa Cruz
ard exhibited in gallerios arrnss Northem
California. There was @ tme when nearly

iLaft) An example of Al Johnsen's
stonéviare,
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Phote: £ Mickey Camal
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{Abovel Master potter Al Johnsen demanstrating for
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his ceramics class at Cowell College in Santa Cruz.

every vacant building on Swanton foad
was rented cut by & former suudent Uying
to make a living as a praducticn gotter,
Marcia McDaugal recalied.

it ‘was basic to human needs” she
explained. “Ferryone needs wares”

A cultural sh ftin the mid-80s led
to the school's closure The McDougals
continued to operate the Cash Store — by
then a restaurans and Hed & bresklast —
for many years,

The Santa Cniz Museurr of Madern
Art & History curates a show on the histary
of the Blg Creek Pottery Sthool in 2011 and
coordinated a reurion of formar stucents
The McDougals had keptin touch with
many over the years, and roconnecied with
maore during the avent

“ie veere amazed ard surprised 2
pleased with how many of the peaphs
there were still making pottery,” Arucs
McDougal sald,

*It was wonderful' his wife added.
“we're lucky In that our students will rewvisit
us. We hear from a lot of people They're
partof our family. oo

Julims2n, tog, stays connected to
those ha taught.

*1vs kind of likz an extended family
now. he saic. *That's cne of the big things
| learned abott teaching. | feel like you

have to treat students with tolal respect and
have them as part of your “amily. as part of
yourse f’

lozl Magan, the Davenport potter, is
ane of the many students wha sarmed the
tradition of cratsmanship from the MeDowe-
gals and Johnsan, Meqan fozuses on making
useful pots. bowls, mugs, plates, baking ancd
sarving dishes, teapots and vases. The raw
wood shelves in his Davenport studio are

{Above) Build It and they will come: Advertiserents for Big Creck Potlery
and the Scott Creek Pattery Comroast, even without phone nurnbers, ad-
¢ress or website, enthusiastic potters managed to find them,

{Above) True adventurers, Broce and Marcia McDaugal moved
from a 19505 sthuel bus to an abandaned dairy ranch to help
found the Big Creek Pottery school.

stacked with his &rg o Orentalism inspired
work. Visiters reach out to grasp thick mugs
wilh two hands, turn platters over in their
hands and admire the deep oranges, ccean-
inspirad teals, and new ash-encrusted creams
ol the delicately glzzad stoneware.

*Al Johnsen) taught me cnce — the
handle in a coffee cua People nuttheir finger
in it every morm ng. You're making these con-
nections,' Megan said. It's very personal’ s
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