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During the Autumn Term 2019, 
renowned archaeologist and 
broadcaster, Julian Richards, 
and members of the Priest’s 
House Museum Learning Team 
visited six schools to deliver 
our hands-on “Let’s Go Potty” 
experience.  
The project offered an opportunity for 
pupils to learn about the history of our 
local pottery industry and its context 
on the world stage. They discovered 
how pots have been made since prehistoric 
times, using natural resources found in East 
Dorset. They also documented the science 
which goes into the making of a pot; this 
was a real-life experiment. The children were 
able to gain a true connection with the past 
and their local heritage.  

Over 200 children from Hillside First 
School, St John’s CofE First School, 
Pamphill CE VC First School, 
Allenbourn Middle 
School, The Prince 
of Wales School 
and Wimborne First 
School participated. 

Pupils were asked, 
“What is a pot?”. 
They were surprised 
to discover that pots 
have been in existence for around 6000 
years, since the Stone Age, when they 
were crudely made and decorated by 
hand. They learnt that, to make a pot, all 
you need is clay from the ground  
and fire. 

The pupils learnt how to identify the 
different parts of a pot and how to sort 
fragments (‘sherds’) into different time 
periods. After all, an archaeologist 
rarely finds a whole pot buried in 
the ground, so they need 
to know these things. Our 
young participants were 
experts by the end!     

Julian had asked the children 
to hunt in their own back 
gardens for fragments 
of pottery. This produced 
some surprises, including 
fragments dating back to 
medieval times and parts of 
a china doll! 
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Next came the really fun 
part – making the pots! 
Taking inspiration from the pottery 
they’d seen and using their own 
imagination, every child was able 
to create their very own hand-built 
pot. It all started with a simple ball 
of clay that Julian had dug up from 
the ground. 
This was a genuine experiment; the clay 
was weighed and the weight and type of 
‘temper’ was recorded. Temper, things like 
sand, crushed shell or chopped grass, is 
added to the clay to help prevent the pot 
exploding in the fire.

The children then set about creating their 
own unique pot. Some decided to go with 
“pinch pots”, using their thumbs to shape 
the clay into a cup shape, while others opted 
for “coil pots”, which involved rolling out 
clay sausages and stacking them on top 
of one another before smoothing down the 
sides. Some had handles, while others had 
spouts... but they all looked fabulous!  

The children could also choose to 
decorate their creations with various 
tools and patterns: stamps, combs, 
textures, impressions, lines, dots...  
the possibilities were endless; the 
children’s imaginations ran wild.  

Once finished, it was a waiting game 
for at least a week. It was essential that 
the pots were left somewhere warm and 
dry to allow any moisture to evaporate. 
Otherwise, they would be likely to explode 
during the firing process! Every step of the 
experiment was noted on special recording 

sheets, so that the children could increase 
their learning 
opportunities and 
carry out further 
extension tasks with 
their teachers in 
class time.  
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After a week, the team returned to the schools. A 
shallow fire pit was dug (well away from buildings and 
trees!) and a fire started with locally sourced wood.   
The pupils weighed their pots before they 
went by the fire to warm. Most had lost 
weight as water evaporated, but there were 
some surprise weight gains where pots had 
been stored in a damp shed. 

Once they had warmed up, the pots were 
placed on the bed of hot ash and more 
wood added to create a real blaze. This 
is an anxious moment when the pots might 
explode, but there were remarkably few 
failures. Throughout the firing, temperatures 
were monitored using a heat sensor, in 
most cases reaching well over 700 degrees 
centigrade with a best result of 867 degrees!

Once the fire had died down, the still red-hot 
pots were removed and left to cool.

Through hands-on-experience, the 
pupils came to understand what goes 
into making a pot; locally available 
materials, skill and perhaps a little bit of 
luck. They understood the challenges and 
the impacts that failure would have had on 
those who made pots for a living. And they all 
took home a pot of their own.

So, to the hundreds of new young East 
Dorset potters... well done! Keep on 
potting!
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