Fifty years (plus) a-potting 

The Orkney u3a membership met on 18 June, when the guest speaker was the Harray Potter, Andrew Appleby. With his sometimes quirky perspective and pawky humour, Andrew shared with us his lifelong passion for potting.

Andrew wasn’t always an Orcadian. Originally from Kent, he moved here permanently in 1975, when in his later twenties, following many earlier visits – and an even earlier appreciation of Orkney from the stories of his father, who was here in Army intelligence during the Second World War. Many people will know the Fursbreck Pottery and the quality of the work which Andrew has produced there.

Andrew’s attachment to potting seems to have been very precocious. It all began with a simple pre-school mushroom. After that he was hooked. An early influence was Peggie Foy, a celebrated Kent potter, famous for her whimsical, hand-painted ceramic figurines. Andrew did a kind of informal apprenticeship with her while at school. At some quite early point Andrew’s interest in archaeological pottery also kicked in.

Attending formal pottery classes at Sir John Cass College near Baker Street, London, Andrew ran an illicit pottery factory to earn some pocket money, a sign of his budding entrepreneurship. Being considerate, he always made sure that the pots of other students were fired before his so that he didn’t monopolise the kiln.   

Andrew did not dwell very much on his actual art or craft but we know that he values pieces which are surprisingly light. His cremation urns were more of a surprise to some of the audience.

Teaching potting has led to Andrew’s invention of the “Tai Chai” method. As in the martial art, the essence of the skill is a set of perfectly defined and repeatable, controlled movements, susceptible to the development of muscle memory. This is a skill particularly necessary for high volume production.  

We learnt a little bit of the inside story of how Andrew’s son, Nicky came to potting much later in life than Andrew did, and did so to Andrew’s surprise. The result has been a new phase and a raft of innovations at the Fursbreck Pottery. 

Andrew brought a few interesting artifacts with him, including a Peggie Foy figurine and the first pot he threw in Harray. 

As President of the John Rae Society, Andrew is committed to the rescue and renovation of the Hall of Clestrain. He invited contributions to the renovation fund at the end of his talk.

What we were not told is how Andrew the novelist began writing. Someone should have had the curiosity or temerity to ask him once the time for questions came around. 

And where did J K Rowling get the name “Harry Potter” for her schoolboy magician?  Maybe Andrew knows…


[u3a provides opportunities for people who are no longer working full-time to come together to learn, volunteer, continue their interests and take up new pursuits.  There is more information about us on our website www.orkneycommunities.co.uk/u3a. You can email us at info@orkneyu3a.org]

