Harry and May Davis, Crowan Pottery 

Julia Twomlow (Director, Leach Pottery, St. Ives)
Crowan Pottery near Praze-an-Beeble in Cornwall was set up in 1946 by the husband and wife partnership of Harry and May Davis.  Despite having more than 32 years’ experience as potters between them, this was the first venture of their own.  The pair had met at the Leach Pottery in St Ives in 1934, May as a paying student of Bernard Leach and Harry employed as a production potter.  Over the next decade, including the war years, they worked in the pottery and ceramics industry across three continents: Europe, Africa and South America. Crowan Pottery, a dilapidated mill, was purchased with help from May’s father, the director of the Manchester Guardian, John Russell Scott.  After that initial investment they were on their own.

During the 16 years of its existence, Crowan Pottery became known for its exceptional standards of workmanship and efficiency.  Emerging from the Leach tradition and aesthetic in which they had both trained, Crowan was nonetheless distinctly different in many key particulars. The pots were marked only for the pottery ‘CP’ and never for the individual potters, as they were with Leach and many contemporaries; they eschewed the cult of celebrity which the Davises saw as ‘ego-tripping’ (Davis, 1988). Furthermore, the pots were sold at lower prices and with healthier profits, a matter which appears to have been contentious within the Leach/Davis relationship.  In a letter to Bernard Leach written from Crowan, Harry Davis says, ‘you are worried because our pots are so like, in character to yours - while our prices are so much lower’. Later he says, ‘The trend of our profit margin is such as to cause me conscience prickings. Next stage is I've to drop the prices still further or to produce at a more leisurely pace.’ (Leach, 1993)
So what made Crowan such a successful operation? May Davis herself noted her husband’s extraordinary capacity for hard work, commenting in her autobiography that when she first met him in St Ives he seemed ‘to be doing the work of three men’ (Davis, 1990, pp. 18-19).  Harry certainly had a reputation not only for his exceptional speed but also for the sustained quality of his potting (Griffiths, 1988).  Anecdotally, he could make three saucers a minute. During a visit to Crowan in the ‘50s with her husband Warren, Alex MacKenzie complained that she had missed Harry’s throwing demonstration because she sneezed (Griffiths, 1988). Furthermore, with four to five people working at any time, Harry was still responsible for around two thirds of the pots produced.  

However, Harry was not the only one credited with such industry.  An apprentice at Crowan once commented to May “the efficiency of this place is fantastic”, “yes” May replied “he is amazingly quick at everything” to which the apprentice answered “Oh, I was thinking of you!” (Davis, 1991).  May’s organisational ability and discipline seem to have been prodigious and a match for Harry’s speed and productivity. Mother, administrator and potter, May juggled care of their four young children and the house with responsibility for the book keeping, orders and correspondence as well as playing a very active part in the workshop.  With a strict cyclical working pattern, May took care of most of the glazing and decorating while Harry and the others did the throwing and heavier work like loading the kiln. After the firing she stopped decorating in order to deal with administrative duties and the family whilst orders were being sorted for sending.  Then the cycle would start again (Davis, 1990). Every eight weeks the team would mix and condition two tons of clay themselves (nothing was bought in from commercial suppliers) and with this they made, decorated and fired around 5,000 pieces.  This equates to over 30,000 pieces per year compared with approximately 18,000 per year at the Leach Pottery in the early 1950s (MacKenzie, 2010).

In part the Davises attributed their high productivity and financial success to their willingness to embrace technology where it was considered appropriate within their practice.  Mechanical aids were used at Crowan ‘anywhere where they did not affect either the aesthetics of the end product, or degrade the life of the worker.’ (Davis M. , 1990). Again this put them in stark contrast with the ‘romantic unrealism’ (Davis H. , 1981) of many contemporaries for whom the machine was an anathema. May even considered that mistrust of mechanisation was simply down to fear and lack of understanding dressed up as in higher spiritual terms (Davis M. , 1990).  

More than 25 years before the founding of the Green Party and Schumacher’s ‘Small is Beautiful’, the Davises were identifying and sourcing their own raw materials, building or adapting machinery and recycling wherever possible  (Davis H. , 1987). During the Suez Crisis, when oil was in short supply they compensated by adapting their kiln and firing at a lower temperature, starving it of oxygen to get the desired colours. They created a combustor to remove the black smoke that resulted and built a second chamber for biscuit ware, fired by the surplus heat that was generated.  Not only did this save on fuel costs but it cut down on pollution (Davis M. , 1990). 

With the Davises, nothing went to waste. Whether in terms of resources or energy or even their relationship, there was a focus and commitment which was at the heart of their success.  The Davises’ loyalty to each other and their work, though not unwavering, remained strong and enabled them to weather the financial and emotional storms. A good marriage does not necessarily guarantee a good business partnership, but in Harry and May’s case there seems to have been a mutual respect, complementary skills and a meeting of minds which made it successful.  Harry Davis; technically gifted, ingenious and a potter of extraordinary speed and dexterity, and May Davis, an accomplished potter in her own right, with outstanding organisational ability, resilience and resourcefulness. 
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