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Vietnam resisters in Canada

von Mary Ann Steggles

Canada is a vast country, second in the 
world in total land area. It stretches from 
the timber laden province of British 
Columbia in the West to Nova Scotia 
in the East. We have the largest land 
border in the world at the 49th parallel 
which separates Canada from the United 
States.  Regarding ceramics, the majority 
of wood fuel kilns are in British Columbia 
while the potters of Nova Scotia pride 
themselves in their use of the local 
Lantz red earthenware clay and low fire 
tin glazes. For the past year, I have been 
researching individuals who immigrated 
from the United States to Canada 
during the Vietnam War era, 1963-1977.  
I wanted to know if any of them were 
potters.  To my surprise, I have discovered 

Vorwort des Editors
Normalerweise übersetze ich ja die Texte von 
Mary Ann Steggles, aber diesmal war das auf-
grund des Umfangs des Artikels nicht möglich. 
Die meisten werden den englischen Text ver-
stehen, aber sich fragen: worum geht es hier 
eigentlich? Ich denke, es geht im Grunde um 
Immigration und die überwältigend positiven 
Entwicklungen, die diese Immigration in unse-
rer Kultur auslösen kann. 
Nicht viele von uns in Deutschland werden 
sich noch genau an den Vietnamkrieg erin-
nern - ich war damals ein Jugendlicher und 
nicht wirklich an Politik interessiert. Für die 
US-Bürger war es jedoch ein Trauma, das für 
Jahrzehnte ihre Gesellschaft geprägt hat. 
Und dieser Artikel handelt von Personen, die 
entweder direkt dem Kriegsdienst in den USA 
entkommen wollten oder aus allgemein poli-
tischen Gründen nach Kanada auswanderten 
- was auch noch heute bei manchen Präsident-
schaftswahlen der einfachste Ausweg aus dem 
Debakel zu sein scheint. Mary Ann beschreibt 
nun am Beispiel dreier Keramiker, in welch po-
sitiven Maße diese Flüchtlinge die kanadische 
Kultur geprägt haben. 
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one hundred dedicated individuals, 
many with advanced university degrees 
in ceramics, who helped to shape the 
cultural landscape of Canada.  During the 
1960s and very early 1970s, Canada did 
not offer graduate degrees in ceramics. In 
fact, many of the art colleges only offered 
diplomas.  There was a desire by Canadian 
institutions to offer undergraduate and 
graduate degrees in ceramics such as 
those at American universities, but there 
were not enough trained Canadians to 
staff the programmes. Faculty positions 
were opening across the country, and 
the Americans were crossing the border 
‘at the right place at the right time’.  With 
arts funding expanding, there were also 
positions for curators as well as instructors 
for community arts programming.  In this 
article, I want to introduce you to three of 
the artists who immigrated to Canada in 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, talented 
individuals whose teaching, practice 
or both had a profound impact on the 
history of Canadian ceramics. They are 
Sally Michener, Debby Black and Richard 
Gill.   

Sally Michener arrived in 1973.  Her 
journey to becoming a ceramic artist 
mirrors the struggles of mid-century 
women trying to juggle a career and 
family while being drawn, like a magnet, 
to artistic practice. Michener grew up 
in Fergus Falls, Minnesota.  Like all mid-
western families, Michener’s parents 
never imagined their daughter pursuing 
a career in art.  After all, ‘she would get 
married!’  Michener lived at a time when 
few women were going to university, 
a time when magazines and television 
were showing all of the new wonders 
to making housekeeping easier with 

models ironing while wearing stiletto 
heels!  Michener liked people and always 
wanted to help them, and so, after 
completing an undergraduate degree 
in sociology, she went on to study for 
her Master’s degree in Social Work at 
Columbia University in New York City.  
Graduating in 1959, she accepted a 
position as a social worker in St. Paul, 
Minnesota. Michener also enrolled in 
evening wheel throwing classes with 
Warren Mackenzie, one of the staunchest 
proponents of the Leach tradition in the 
United States.  Michener was so hooked 
on clay that she ordered a treadle kick 
wheel from St. Ives and bought her 
first high fire electric kiln. In the late 
1960s, the family moved to Cincinnati, 
Ohio. Michener took an opportunity 
and registered as a student in art at the 
University of Cincinnati where she would 
receive her MFA.  Roy Cartwright was her 
instructor and supervisor. Cartwright 
brought the entire debate of craft versus 
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art to a head by declaring himself a 
sculptor. He challenged Michener to 
take herself seriously. Why not try hand 
building? In the beginning, Michener 
was drawn to create objects that still had 
a purpose. She built tables, stools, and 
all manner of vessels. Slowly, however, 
she began to let go. Taking inspiration 
from her knowledge of art history, she 
began experimenting with the column 
recalling that Greek architecture uses the 
proportions of the human figure. Over 
time, her practice began to incorporate 
mould making alongside her hand 
building. She began to cast the faces of 
her friends in plaster, later using these as 
press moulds for the portrait heads for 
the top of coiled capitals. At the same 
time, she also began experimenting, 
using scientific models of internal 
human organs and mannequins. These 
expanded her oeuvre to include columns 
made of stacked internal organs, a 
comment on Michener’s interest in both 
inner and outer beauty.

Michener has received much recognition 
for her teaching and is well respected by 
her former students.  When she arrived 
at the Vancouver School of Art, the 
institution offered a diploma in ceramics 
and very much followed the British studio 
traditions in its curriculum.  Michener 
looked forward to working alongside 
John Reeve, one of the few Canadians 
who was an apprentice to Leach. Looking 
back, the departure of Reeve, not long 
after her arrival, allowed Michener and 
the ceramics area the freedom to move 
in a new direction. There was no space 
devoted entirely to hand building.  
This determined young woman began 
to locate unused rooms which were 

then committed to students doing 
hand building. Michener also began 
to transform the ceramics curriculum 
adding field trips and artist talks. She 
developed a variety of approaches to 
critiques which engaged students in lively 
discussions, and she helped develop an 
extensive slide collection of historic and 
contemporary ceramics.  Reading these 
accomplishments might not sound ‘earth 
shattering’ today, but Michener took the 
Vancouver School of Art and turned its 
traditions inside out.  She was a woman 
in a world of academia that was heavily 
influenced by men.  It was personally not 
easy, but Michener prevailed. She taught 
for twenty-five years, retiring in 1998.

If anyone thought that she would retreat 
into her home at Horseshoe Bay never 
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to touch clay again, they were sadly 
mistaken. Fast forward two decades and 
Michener is in Jingdezhen, PRC working 
on a series of all white sculptures using 
negative-cast body parts. She used 
this monochromatic palette for awhile 
quickly becoming tired of it. Once you 
have met Michener, it is easy to see why 
she now goes back and forth between 
the purity of the white sculpture and 
her exuberance for colour. Her favourite 
hue is red! She is personally as vibrant 
as the colour she loves so much, one 
that adorns not only herself, her house 
but also her car. Instead of painting the 
surface with glaze or stains, Michener 
began experimenting with broken 
shards and glass tiles covering the all 
white supports. The shards came from 
her grandmother’s broken dinnerware 
or pieces of ceramics from her friends 
and colleagues transforming the static 
column into something alive and very 
personal. The surfaces are part of a 
narrative, a historical record of shared 
experience, of objects loved, lost, found, 
and broken. Michener remembers where 
each shard comes from pointing to 
the polka dot ones specially made for 
her by a friend.  The glass tiles are from 
Interstyle, a local fabricator in Vancouver.  
Her work begins to grow in size.  The 
life size portrait heads become colossal 
busts, some as tall as 75 cm, created 
especially for a recent series, About Face 
(2015). The theme is dualities. Like the 
Roman god, Janus, they are at once 
male/female, happy/sad.  By covering the 
white fired clay with the shards and the 
glass tiles, the figures symbolically allude 
to the life experiences that we share 
and speak to her concern and caring 
for people so evident in everything she 

has accomplished. The artist was also 
awarded a public art commission to 
create three seating areas for the Central 
Valley Greenway in Vancouver. She 
covered the grey concrete with glass tiles 
creating a piece that glows with colour in 
the bright sunshine.

In the spring of 2017, Michener went on 
an art tour to Sicily. Our artist is eighty-
two years young. In the Mediterranean 
sun, the history and art practices so 
important to the island, such as marble 
and glass mosaics, ceramics, and stone 
sculpture are studied. In her studio, back 
in British Columbia, white clay columns, 
boxes brimming with glass tiles in yellow 
and chartreuse and tables covered with 
clay shards await her next inspiration.

Debby Black grew up in Colorado with 
its rich red iron soil. She arrived in Canada 
in 1973, proudly becoming a Canadian 
on her fortieth birthday, in 1991. Black 
had some training in wheel throwing 
and had worked as an apprentice 
producing standard production ware for 
Hideo Okino who was, at the time, at the 
University of Vermont.  From 1976-78, she 
continued to learn all the while serving 
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as an apprentice to Gordon Cohen in 
Salem, Ontario. It was not long before 
this energetic young woman registered 
full-time at the Sheridan College of Art 
and Design where she specialised in 
ceramics. It was Black’s good fortune 
that two excellent instructors were 
there to guide her, Bruce Cochrane, one 
of Canada’s leading wood fire potters 
and Winn Burke. Cochrane taught his 
students to work through the process 
of ceramics, to design by using specific 
forms and materials and by working in 
a series to develop an idea while Burke’s 
passion for the history of ceramics 
brought historical work alive. In 1984 
Black received her MFA in Visual Arts 
in Sculpture from York University. Her 
talents for moving with ease between the 
vessel form and sculpture were widely 
recognized with George Brown College 

hired her soon after she had received her 
graduate degree, in 1985. She taught for 
fifteen years in their Diploma Course and 
Continuing Education. At the same time, 
she also offered intensive workshops and 
summer courses across Eastern Canada.

Black’s ceramic pieces strike a balance 
between the ornamental and the 
functional. European ceramics, and 
particularly, maiolica inspired Black to 
use strong colours and contrasts. She has 
specifically chosen to use red earthenware 
clay, in part because it reminds her 
of where she grew up, in Colorado. 
Black divides her practice into two 
specific areas: the highly decorated and 
colourful maiolica vessels for everyday 
use and equally exuberant one of a kind 
carved and painted works that traverse 
between the functional and sculptural.  
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These include fruit bowls, platters, and 
elaborately constructed teapots and wall 
vases.  In experimenting with forms, Black 
often uses her own experiences. She has 
spent many summers in an Ontario cabin 
that had no electricity. It was there she 
began the designs for a series of candle 
holders, ‘decorative supports’ she says 
‘for the energy given off by the candles’.  
Indeed, Black prefers the light given off 
on a summer’s evening which, for her 
is ‘special, contemplative, often ritual’.  
The artist quickly became recognised 
with her Trompe-l’oil effects including 
painting the interior of the fruit bowls 
with a still life of a fruit bowl. To achieve 
this, Black overlays layer after layer of 
coloured slip to create a sense of depth 
and chiaroscuro encasing them in either 
a clear or coloured transparent glaze to 
further push the effects of dimensionality.  
For the one of a kind objects, Black paints 

the surfaces to fit the function of the 
work. Platters in the shapes of leaves 
become leaves when painted, and wall 
vases have floral imagery, a hint as to 
what they might contain in the future.  
Black retired in 2000. Like, Michener, she 
was a respected teacher with numerous 
exhibitions and awards for her practice 
and her community service.  Black served 
on various committees for the Ontario 
Crafts Council and as Studio Advisor to 
Ceramics at Toronto’s Harbourfront in the 
late 1980s. 

Richard Gill was born in England, moved 
with his family to Canada in the 1950s 
before they immigrated to the United 
States in 1960. At the time Gill was a 
young man, the United States had a 
military draft which obliged any male, 
over the age of eighteen and under 
twenty-six, to take their physical and 
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possibly be ‘drafted’ into service in the 
military.  Gill passed his physical in 1968.  
Gill decided to return to Canada where 
he had worked on a project and found 
the atmosphere to be one of optimism 
brought about, in part, by Expo ‘67 in 
Montreal and the popularity of Prime 
Minister, Pierre Trudeau aptly called 
‘Trudeaumania’. He was first introduced 
to clay relief murals during the summer 
of 1966 as a student at the Instituto 
Allende in San Miguel de Allende, 
Mexico. Afterwards, he continued to 
take ceramic courses at Pennsylvania 
State University where he was studying 
architecture.  Once settled in Toronto, Gill 
worked for several years as an architect 

before realising his real passion was clay, 
not designing buildings. He enrolled at 
one of the finest schools for ceramics, 
Sheridan College of Art and Design, 
where he received an applied arts 
diploma in ceramics. Gill immediately 
began looking for a piece of property for 
him, his wife, and their eleven-month-
old daughter; a place where they could 
raise a family, away from the bustling city, 
and with room for a studio, a showroom, 
and a wood kiln. The couple discovered 
a 150-year-old log house in Burnstown, 
Ontario that had been abandoned for 
thirteen years and began restoring it. 
The location, in the Ottawa Valley, was 
perfect. There were rolling hills and 
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valleys with pristine rivers and streams 
as well as forested areas. Sadly, Gill’s 
wife was killed in a car accident not 
long after they had moved. Left with 
a toddler and no income, Gill began 
teaching one day a week at St. Lawrence 
College in Brockville. He made $75. 
Over time he saved, buying an electric 
kiln for his bisque firing and building 
a sprung arch wood fuelled kiln which 
he fired once a month for more than a 
decade. Gill marketed his work through 
the showroom attached to his studio.  
The residents were very supportive, and 
attendance and sales at his annual studio 
exhibition in the fall was robust. He also 
sold his work through craft shows as well 
as galleries and commissions.  

Like Michener and Black, Gill references 
a broad range of interests in his work.  
Careful attention to Gill’s relief sculpture 
reveals his mastery of drafting and his 
knowledge of process. A good example 
of this is his two and a halfmetre by 
two and a half metre, The Battle of 
Stoney Creek. The scene recounts the 
night when British troops attacked the 
sleeping American troops on June 5-6, 
1813. The venture thought risky by many 

turned out to be the tipping point in the 
War of 1812.  The mural is in the Council 
Chambers of the City Hall in Stoney 
Creek.  It is an excellent example of similar 
works commissioned by hospitals, banks, 
restaurants, universities, museums, and 
government agencies that bring to live 
major events in Canadian history.    

Gill is a popular workshop presenter and 
teacher.  For two decades he taught at 
the Haliburton School of Fine Arts.  2017 
will be the forty-fifth time that Gill has 
opened up his studio and sales gallery in 
his annual exhibition. He acknowledges 
that it could be his last. The artist says, 
‘I have been very fortunate to have a 
devoted, loyal following, but it is fading as 
my clientele ages’. Lately, Gill has become 
more concerned about passing on his 
particular skills and the processes for 
constructing the detailed architectural 
work. While he has not yet managed 
to find someone in Canada, there is, 
ironically, a demand and opportunities in 
Mexico where it all began. 

These three individuals represent the 
variety of the ceramic work created 
in Canada since the 1970s. They not 

only share a passion for clay and 
exploring its limits but each one 
also came to Canada because they 
did not wish to be complicit in the 
Vietnam War. Their talents and hard 
work, the knowledge that they 
have passed on to those taking 
their courses and workshops have 
influenced thousands. Their legacy 
cannot be measured.




