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The workshop air was clammy with the overnight breath of clay. 
He walked to the racks and felt the feet of three of the run of 
bowls he’d thrown a day back. They were close to leather-hard. 
With the fire, they’d be ready to turn by afternoon. He crouched 
at the cast-iron stove and laid gumleaves and twigs on the bed 
of ash and lit a leaf. When the twigs, too, caught, he added pine 
splits, closed the door, and spun the air vent full open, hearing 
the sound he’d loved all his life of a fire leaping to obey.

The stove was too slow for coffee, he brewed a pot on the 
small electric hotplate. The mug was the last he owned of Seth 
Bligh’s high-fired earthenware. It belonged on a safe shelf in 
the kitchen, but he continued to use it. As Seth would have 
wanted. Pots fine enough to keep, cheap enough to drop had read 
the sign on his lorry. The man would have been amazed, even 
horrified, by the price Russell could now ask for a single tea 
bowl. He drank standing at the window to the right of the 
wheel and looking out into the bush. Almost everything had 
finished flowering except for the fringed blue ones that looked 
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like orchids but weren’t, and the mountain devils, which put 
out a few red cups whatever the month. He should have known 
the name of the blue ones, too, she’d told him more than once. 
He needed to check the fences around her orchid colonies. 
And quite suddenly he was in tears, had to stand the mug on 
the wheel-head and dig in his pocket for a hanky. She would 
never again paint them, the wallabies could have them. ‘No! 
You damn-well look after them! This afternoon!’ He balled the 
hanky, shoved it back into his pocket.

He went outside to the annexe. Its end wall and half the 
long side were glass, cobwebbed and spattered, ten glazed doors 
he’d got cheap at a demolition auction and screwed upright 
to a timber frame. He walked to the last in the row of bins. 
He’d checked label and clay yesterday, pinched out a piece and 
worked it in his fingers. Stored unopened for a year, it was well 
soured, would hold the big forms he wanted. He pulled out the 
plastic sheeting he’d tucked loosely back in. The four balls were 
furred with algae, giant cabbages, their stink rising around him 
as from a pond stirred with a stick. He clamped a hand each 
side of the top ball and straightened, spun, and dumped the 
ball on the wedging table, the pull in his lower back drawing 
from him a grunt. He dumped the second beside the first, then 
tucked the plastic tightly around the remaining two balls and 
lidded the bin.

He had watched Chinese and Japanese potters wedge, and, 
to satisfy his curiosity, emulated them, but at his own table he 
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wedged as he was taught at sixteen by Seth Bligh, passing on 
the methods and lore of his native Devon. Five minutes and 
the clay came alive, had spring under his thumb. He wire-cut 
and weighed out six three-kilo chunks and kneaded and balled 
them, rolling each to the back of the table. Then, arms and 
shoulders needing a rest, he walked to the opening in the side 
wall and stood breathing white blooms at the bush. He was 
ageing along with his clays. But he was no longer cold. He 
returned to the wedging table and made up six more balls, then 
transferred the balls to boards and began ferrying the loads into 
the workshop and piling the balls on the benchtop to the right 
of the wheel. Already he could feel the difference in the air. The 
pine splits had burned down to ember. He added more, then a 
chunk of ironbark, and closed the vent to a whisker. He needed 
the room warm, not hot. He carried the now burbling kettle 
to the wheel and topped up the slurry bowl into which he’d be 
dipping his fingers. It was time he settled.

He wanted eight large bottles for the risers directly behind the 
firebox. He could see the form, the weight towards the foot, yet 
with shoulders to catch the fly-ash that gusted through the kiln 
and would melt and run. Thicker walls than he’d usually throw, 
the heat there massive and prolonged. Half might survive. He’d 
settle for half.

The wheel stood between the two western windows, in an 
embayment in the bench. It was his oldest friend. He’d made it 
himself, at eighteen, its design identical in every respect to Seth 
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Bligh’s, but its timber mountain ash, the staple framing tree at 
the mill in Blackheath where he’d first encountered the man. 
He’d replaced the crank and chain, the flywheel bearing twice, 
and the saddle pad more times than he could remember. But 
the wheel was the same, his first and only.

He took a dozen plywood batts from the rack where they 
stood like unsleeved LPs and placed the stack within reach when 
he sat, then snatched up a handful of clay from the waste bucket 
on the floor and roughly balled it. He hoisted himself into the 
saddle and slapped the ball onto the centre of the wheel-head, 
kicked the bar to set the wheel spinning, and, pushing down 
and out with his thumbs, worked the clay into a thin pad to 
take the batts. When it was level he stopped the wheel and 
picked up a batt and the sponge. He dampened each side and 
dropped the sponge back in its bucket, then positioned the batt 
on the pad and hammered around its rim with his fist to seat it.

He swivelled and with both hands lifted the first of his 
throwing balls and slapped it onto the batt, then set the wheel 
spinning again and slurried his hands and drew the clay up 
into a cone, feeling it centre. He pushed down, coned it again, 
and again pushed down, then opened a well in the clay with 
his thumbs and formed the floor of the bottle. He inserted the 
fingers of his left hand into the well and, their pressure opposed 
by the crook’d index finger of his right on the outside of the 
ball, pulled the clay up into a thick-walled cylinder, his torso 
rising in unison on a long slow inbreath, his elbows flaring. 
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He leaned and reinserted his hand and wrist and repeated the 
pull, drawing the cylinder higher and thinning the walls, then 
re-slurried his fingers and on the next pull formed the belly and 
shoulder and collared the top, leaving enough fatness for the 
neck. He let the wheel coast and cocked his head and studied 
belly and shoulder. Satisfied, he drew up the neck and gave 
it a rolled rim, then reached to the slurry bowl for the strip 
of soaking chamois to smooth the lip, its touch slicker than 
any finger.

He slowed the wheel and leaned back and to his right, hands 
withdrawn, but not yet dismissed. What he’d seen in his mind 
now existed. He was pleased in particular by the curve of the 
shoulder, mirrored in reverse where shoulder met neck. ‘You’ll 
do,’ he said modestly. He brought the wheel to a stop and laid 
the chamois half-submerged again in the slurry bowl, reached 
for the wire and made the shrinkage cut between batt and bottle 
base, then levered the batt from the wheel-head, lifted it in 
both hands, and, twisting from the waist, slid batt and bottle 
onto the left-hand wing of the embayment. Twisting right, he 
plucked the sponge from its bucket and squeezed it out, picked 
up a fresh batt and dampened its faces, then positioned it on the 
clay pad and hammered round its rim, so much of his working 
life this endless unconscious repetition.

He’d been embarrassed the first time a reviewer called his 
throwing ‘masterful’. Adele, though, had protested hotly, ‘Of 
course it is! And you know it.’ After she retired, she would ask 
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him at breakfast what he was doing that day. If he was going 
to one of the many jobs she referred to as ‘drudge’ — blunging 
clay, mixing and sieving glaze, chipping dags from kiln shelves 
— he wouldn’t see her. But if he was throwing she would get 
through her watering smartly and arrive at the studio with her 
knitting and sit in the more comfortable of the two ancient 
plush armchairs. They would talk companionably between pots, 
and on into the positioning of the next ball on the wheel-head, 
but when he began the throw proper, fell into communion with 
the clay, she would still the needles and her tongue. She was 
witness to the decades of practice that informed every throw, 
but had never tired of the magic — the bud-opening of ball into 
bowl, the shining rise of the cylinder that bellied into a blossom 
jar. He’d offered once, not long after they were married, to teach 
her. He still remembered what she’d said in dismissing the offer. 
Once I start I might not stop, and we’ll have a rivalry on our hands.

After six bottles his lower back was protesting. He slid 
backwards from the saddle, put hands on hips and swivelled, 
feeling the discs crackle. He walked to the stove and floated 
a hand above the plate, then, keeping his back straight, stooped 
and spun the vent a turn. It was too soon for another coffee. 
Instead he filled a mug from the thermos of tank water. He stood 
sipping while he studied in turn each of the six bottles, looking 
for the flaw he’d missed when he lifted it from the wheel-head. 
Only one did his eye return to, the curve of the belly a shade 
too even. His hands rose towards it, then he lowered them. It 
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wasn’t ‘bad’. But if when he’d thrown all twelve he had his eight, 
this would be a cull. The law he lived by was implacable. No 
glaze, no fire effect, could redeem a dud throw. His gaze went 
to the two yellowed filing cards pinned on the wall between the 
windows. He no longer remembered why he’d used a pencil. 
Probably because in his excitement to get the words down he’d 
grabbed whatever was to hand.

About form. I am sure that the forms of the most common, 

everyday utensils can evoke so much that is inexpressible in 

any other language, about humanness. That with only the 

very slightest gesture, the merest suggestion of the lip of a jug, 

or pouring spout, or the lightest softening of a curve, there 

can be expressed a sort of vulnerability, or a tenderness, or an 

attentiveness that causes us to pause. That the scale alone of some 

objects can touch us, and a small jug of open and generous form 

can somehow seem brave and absurd and a bit like ourselves.

The last words never failed to move him. The second card 
expressed his own inarticulateness about what he did.

Words get too big. Leave them.

Both quotations were from an essay by Gwyn Hanssen Pigott. 
He hadn’t till then known she could write as well as she threw. 
He still wondered why, having written the first, she had gone 

HaresFur-09-MP.indd   7 21/11/18   12:36



Trevor ShearSTon

8

on to write the second. He had also, standing here, wished he’d 
made the effort to meet her. Too late now. Also dead of a stroke. 
He closed his eyes, whispered, ‘Oh, love.’

He’d been on the wheel, but turning. If throwing, he let the 
phone ring. He thought it would be Hugh, wanting to pick up 
the splitter. A woman said, ‘Mr Bass?’ The reluctance chilled 
him, made his ‘yes’ sound cagey even to him.

‘Mr Bass, this is Emergency at Katoomba Hospital. We have 
your wife here and we’re —’

‘Yes, I’ll speak to her please!’
‘Your wife’s unconscious, Mr Bass. She’s had a fall and hit 

her head.’
‘I’ll be ten minutes.’
He went as he was, entering the house only to grab his wallet 

and the ute keys. The receptionist ushered him immediately 
through triage to a waiting nurse. She conducted him to 
a cubicle and parted the curtains. Two more nurses and a man 
in blue surgical gloves glanced round from what they were 
doing. Breath left him. The nurse cupped his elbow and asked 
if he needed to sit. He shook his head, but she retained her 
grip, came with him to the gurney. He didn’t recognise the 
Adele who’d come to the workshop door to say she was going 
shopping. Her head was encased in bandages, her closed right 
eyelid and her cheek were black and swollen. A breathing tube 
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was taped into her mouth, thinner tubes ran to and from both 
forearms. A machine on a stand was emitting a loud beeping. 
He lifted her limp right hand from the coverlet and enfolded 
it in both of his. Its coldness terrified him. A chair nudged the 
backs of his knees. The man came round the foot of the gurney. 
‘Sit, Mr Bass, please. I’m Dr Dowlan — Edwin.’ He had a faint 
accent Russell did not recognise.

The doctor told him they believed, from what witnesses 
had told the paramedics, that his wife had suffered a stroke 
while carrying shopping to her car. Unfortunately, in falling 
she’d hit her head on a concrete divider. They had not yet done 
an X-ray, but suspected a skull fracture. He asked what pre-
existing medical conditions she had, and Russell told him, Type 
2 diabetes. The man frowned. ‘Unusual in someone with her 
light build.’

‘Yes.’
‘You’d have known, I take it, of the predisposition to stroke?’
‘We both did.’
‘Of course.’
The X-ray had confirmed the fracture, blood tests the stroke. 

She’d died that night not knowing he was there.

He could fire the glaze kiln by himself. The tunnel kiln, the 
anagama, he would never fire again. He couldn’t fire it alone, 
not for seventy hours, and if not with her then not at all. He’d 
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stood at the firemouth a month after she died and spoken the 
promise aloud.

He threw the rest of the bottles. He squashed three, including 
the one he’d provisionally sentenced earlier, and dropped their 
clay in the recycling bin. The remaining nine he transferred 
to the racks. He checked that the heater had wood, then went 
outside to the tank and rinsed his hands.

He wasn’t especially hungry, but cut bread and cheese and 
quartered a tomato. He hoped Delys was cooking a roast, not 
a thing he went to the bother of anymore for just himself. He’d 
had a second coffee over in the workshop. Another and he’d be 
flying. He settled for an apple.

He nibbled its last frills of flesh standing on the workshop 
apron. Once, he’d have then strolled over to the chook run 
and lobbed the core over the wire to watch the mad scrabble. 
But only when Adele wasn’t home, or he knew he wouldn’t be 
caught. When she still worked it was part of his morning to 
chuck them a cup of cracked corn and collect the eggs. But they 
were hers, ‘my girls’. Delys had found someone to take them. 
Partly from guilt he avoided the empty run. A flick of his wrist 
sent the core bouncing out onto the grass where a currawong 
would find it.

Keeping an eye on the clock, he turned the feet of the four 
boards of bowls. After sliding the last board onto its dowels, he 
ran his eye again along the row of bottles, decided two more 
might be for the chop.
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