Dear Henry Glazier:

Lots of people come up here to the cemetery to walk around and watch the sunsets and make sure the valleys and ridges are all in the right places.  When we look out to the west and south and settle down from whatever we've been doing before we got here, a calm takes hold of us, and pretty soon we're thinking thoughts we never have anywhere else. It takes an especially foolish person to want to wake up someone who's been asleep as long as you have, so don't go to any trouble replying.  A good many of us would like to share a thing or two with you, but since I regularly have some clay under my fingernails, I  decided to speak my piece. 

As far as we know, there isn't a single picture of you, so we can only imagine what you looked like. The tiny stamp with which you marked some of your pieces leads us to believe you were humble enough to let your work speak more for itself than for its maker. And out of the thousands of pots you made, just a small percentage have survived, but it's through those pieces that we have come to respect and honor you. There's something about them that appeals to us.  I suspect that what takes our eye is pretty much the same thing that made you feel you had put in a good day — a nice crock or jug makes us reach out for it just the way your customers did. The fact is, you've never run out of customers, who by far outnumber your surviving pots.

Thanking you is almost as complicated as being grateful to a cloud for spring water arriving by way of rain that fell miles from the place where we drink. So, to thank you, Henry, we must first thank Dean Reynolds, who you certainly would have enjoyed knowing, for if there is one person who has acted on your behalf in our town it is Dean.  Born 30 years after you died, he trusted the magnetism drawing him to hand-made pottery in the 1940s and 50s, when he bought crock after crock and jugs by the dozen, many of which you had made, at farm sales, often for a dime or two; mostly because he thought they were beautiful.  People watched, politely amused, as he carried them to his car for their journey into the future. Until I stood among the hundreds of pieces Dean owned in the late 1960's, I never felt quite so grounded in what I do; never had the sense of carrying on something important that had almost been lost.  I think of Dean's pottery-love as bridging the distance between what you made and what I make.  Dean helped a lot of us contract the infectious appreciation for pottery that has grown to zany proportions .  We can only guess your response if you could learn that a single large pitcher bearing your stamp might one day command a price greater than the assessed value of your entire pottery-making business.

For me, the only truly sad aspect of being a potter at this moment in time is that I feel cheated from contacting potters like you, who,  in the late decades of your century, almost certainly felt they were the last to practice their craft.  When they clammed up their kilns after their final firings, then cooled and unloaded their last pots; when they, their children, or their widows saw the kilns dismantled, they had every reason to believe their skills had become outmoded.  Human needs for containers continued as they always had and always will, but glassware and standardized ceramics spit out by the thousands from factories, must have confused, angered, and humiliated hand-potters like you who earned your expertise from your parents and through your willingness to work hard at an honorable job.   

There are still no shortcuts; no correspondence courses for learning the craft and art of pottery. The skills we make look easy come heavily mortgaged to the Bank of Constant Practice. Converting a ball of clay into a 5-gallon jug in the time it takes a skilled surgeon to remove an appendix accomplishes no less a miracle. No books can ever explain how to fire a large wood-burning kiln, and the aptitude to learn is both a hunger as well as a source of frustration pointing towards satisfaction. The same goes for making handles on jugs appear so naturally "right" as to seem they had grown there because of jug-genetics rather than looking as if someone had stuck them on.  Some of the world's best pots have been made by illiterates who were wonderfully articulate with clay, which has its own tactile vocabulary; its own 3-dimensional syntax. Even if books had been available, they would have served no purpose.  Eye, heart and hand, guided by curiosity and the capacity to learn by discovery, have always been the main assets in acquiring pottery knowledge, which, in the final analysis, may be nearly impossible to teach, but quite possible to learn. 

Clearly, eyes, hearts, and hands lead us to appreciate the work of earlier potters, like you.  It is as if values invested by the maker thrive in surviving crocks and jugs, even multiplying, the way good investments should.  It would seem that our level of appreciation for the work has enlarged with each generation of stewards who passed the pieces on to us knowingly, or by simply saving them from falling into the wrong hands.  Some of the finest crocks and jugs were simply forgotten, and later discovered like booty in cellars or attics. Others have changed hands after spirited bidding, like the first Glazier crock I ever bought. "Sold!" said the auctioneer, "to the man in the back with the big smile and the yellow cap."

Henry, so many things have changed. Neither eels nor shad run in the river any longer . Hardly anyone remembers the weekend street-fights that were part of your time.  It is even forbidden now to keep hogs in town. In '36 a flood took the town bridge. Sledding parties are rare.  The last public hanging was held in 1913, the year Dean Reynolds was born.  Every street, trolley tracks and all, has been paved over.  Even the change has changed — the faces on our coins are different now.

But I'm happy to report that change is more than loss. About 80 years after your death I brought a potter's wheel to Huntingdon County,  built a kiln, and commenced making the first pots on a regular basis since Austin Hissong quit potting here in 1885.  The Myton Pottery shut down in 1874, followed a couple of years later by the Thomas brothers.  You, of course, closed up in 1854. One of the most difficult things for you to imagine, I am sure, is that I have taught hundreds of students to use a potter's wheel in the 24 years that I have taught at the Brethren Normal College, which has since changed its name. (We both know what the founding fathers would have said about that!) While I have no idea how you felt about teaching others, it's safe to say that nowadays many people have become curious enough about making pottery to want to give it a try.  Strangely, now that pots are no longer required in our daily lives the way they were needed in your time, the more we need the making of them.  Along with that have come new forms to make; new ways to enjoy them.  You'll have to take my word for it; it's truer than I can prove.

  A couple of things that probably haven't changed a bit are the feelings of satisfaction when you enter the shop in the morning and see the previous day's work that you almost forgot overnight.  No matter how many years you've been at it, they always take you by surprise — the damp pots imparting that rich cavesmell; that fragrance of freshly-turned gardens.  If dreams have aromas it is that of pots drying just after they've been formed.

And then there is the matter of fire — that ancient living tool, changing everything with its gluttonous touch.  When you fired your kiln at the corner of 3rd and Washington Streets, smoke rising on a south wind scudded over the ridge where you lie buried,  and I hope you were too busy to give it a thought, but seeing the dawn in after stoking half the night can stretch the boundaries of thought, which never snap back to their original dimensions.  Maybe you had such a vision, of following your smoke to this place.  

Then there are those pots of yours, that bring us such pleasure.  Many left town and have been brought back again. Living with some has made them as familiar as a favorite shirt or pocketknife.  Reading their cool, stippled surfaces, our fingers trace ripples yours left in the making.  Crocks that held sauerkraut, apple butter, and cream.  Crocks African violets have lived in. Crocks that jostled one another in spring houses. Others, kept under the bed, must have served their owners well.   Crock rims have honed many a knife, and, traced on rolled-out dough, made  circles for many a piecrust.

Jugs. The heft of them; their taut stone hides defining space. One by one you filled them with your breath while anchoring a fresh handle, your thumbprint's whorl echoing that cut-off mark on the base. We have nearly forgotten how to swig the clean stonetaste of spring water from a jug cradled in the angle forearm and biceps make, as haying hands so often did. We've sniffed jugs' dark interiors, hinting of pickling vinegar, maple syrup, Northern Spy cider, and whiskey. Those liquids all took the shape you stretched for their safe-keeping.  Once, in a widow's cellar, I squeaked a waxed corncob from a  Glazier jug, poured 40 year-old blackberry wine into a glass, and left her place with three gifts: the jug, its delicious contents, and this memory. 

Henry, if there is one thing I could share with you from my time, it would be a plastic gallon milk-jug, and let me tell you why.  It is the highest point so far in the evolution of containers, and would stop you in your tracks.  Feather-light, nearly clear, flexible, well-planned and well-crafted, it is my century's solution to a design problem you tackled nearly every day in your shop — how to contain a gallon of liquid as efficiently as possible.  One plastic gallon milk jug in Huntingdon in the 1850s — well, you could have charged admission to see it.  Somehow they don't compete with the work of potters, but that might take another letter to explain. And of course it's anybody's guess whether in a hundred years collectors will be hunting them down; after all, they're nearly as common as your own jugs used to be. People reading this today will laugh exactly the same laughs your acquaintances would have if you'd tried to tell them that somewhere down the line folks would bid against one another and put out good money just to own something so much taken for granted at the time it was made.

But that seems to come with the territory. Each generation discovers for itself what to keep and care for, and what to toss out.  We're grateful to you for making the pottery we've learned to care about so much, and for the chance to pass it along to others not even born yet, who will most likely feel the same. I'm just as thankful for that small but caring percentage of the population that makes a place in their lives for my own work. As you must have learned, a potter never completes a piece of pottery — that can only be done by those who take it away and use it, thereby completing it again and again.  We both have people to thank for that.

Rest well.  You've earned your rest.

Sincerely,  Jack Troy.  January 29, 1992

