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Ledge during that time of major pottery activ-
ity remember that almost every house in Grand
Ledge had a Tion for a doorstop that was either
made by the man of the house or was a gift from
a friend. Yet few remain today and only re-
cently have those pieces been recognized as a
forgotten folk art form in Michigan.

It has been said that folk art makes a strong
emotional appeal to many people (Winchester and
Lipman 1974:9). Many claim that folk art is
"...a peculiarly and exclusively American thing,
expressing our great qualities of originality,
inventiveness and independence" (Winchester and
Lipman 1974:14). Certainly the folk art of the
potteries of Grand Ledge fits this description
for it was clearly an expression of individual-
ity and inventiveness in the face of a growing
industrial age in Michigan. Unlike the folk
arts of New England that were touted as being
inspired by the freedom, time, and environment
of the earlier generations of Americans, the
folk artists of the industrial age created al-
most in spite of the time and environment. The
folk pottery of Grand Ledge was truly and ex-
pression of individual independence and origi-
nality at a time when Michigan's dindustrial
growth was threatening individual expression.

The folk art pottery in general, and the clay
lions in particular, of Grand Ledge were no
doubt to some extent the outgrowth of the rural
folk artist's attempt to imitate what he had
seen in books or first hand or had simply heard
of by way of mouth. Possibly the inspiration
for the clay lions was those produced in
Bennington, Vermont, or perhaps in examples im-
ported from England. More elaborate creations
they surely were, but these lions of flint enam-
el or Rockingham-glazed ware may have served as
influences in the minds of the Midwestern folk
artists. The Bennington Tions were often made
without bases, with rough cast manes or smooth
curly manes. These lions, like the other dogs,
deer, and various animals made at Bennington or
in other "industrial" potteries elsewhere, were
beautifully rendered by highly skilled and train-
ed potters. Figurative detail was incised
and shaped producing nobility in these small
examples of decorative pottery. The glazes were
perfectly conceived and applied with true pro-
fessional skill. It is no wonder that these
figures would be remembered and copied in years
to come. One can only speculate on the exact
origin of the influence of such examples an the
resurrection of this form in the Grand Ledge
sewer tile clay lions. There are many possible
explanations for the appearance of folk pottery
in Grand Ledge as the area was largely populated
by New Englanders and especially settlers from
upstate New York. Perhaps some settlers moving
from Vermont to nearby Vermontville, Michigan,
carried with them the seeds of the idea or per-
haps an actual example. Also, it is important
to note that there were many similar lions made
in Ohio sewer tile factories, particularly around
the Zanesville area. Naturally, there may have
been some sharing of the form from state to state
due to the migration of workers to different
potteries, as previously noted in the case of the
Grand Ledge American Vitrified Company. Never-

theless, it is quite evident that the potters in
Grand Ledge borrowed freely from the ideas of
others but reflected their own personality and
originality into their work.

The creation of lions in Grand Ledge was cer-
tainly the most popular subject. The Bennington-
type lion or Rockingham-glazed 1ion on a base was
transformed in pose by the folk artist from a
more naturalistic stance to a more rigid sphinx-
1ike position resting on a flat clay base. The
end result varied depending on the folk artist's
ability to render his own conception. The most
sophisticated pieces were achieved in direct con-
trast to the material used in their creation.

The lion (Figure 2) is depicted in accurate pro-
portions with a sculpted mane and strong facial
character. The legs and paws seem to be relaxed
and yet quite 1ifelike. In addition, the tail
sweeps around and under the back of the left leg.
A1l in all, it is a fine example of a Michigan
artist's work. The glaze is even and the decora-
tive treatment of scalloping the edges is a
unique final touch to the piece. The underside
of the base shows the manner in which the clay
was worked into the mold. Obviously, the mold
itself was the real artistic achievement; unless,
however, it was taken from another l1ion, folk or
otherwise.

Figure 2. Lion, Artist Unknown, ca. 1910, 5"x9",
courtesy of the Hon. and Mrs. John Fitzgerald.
Molds of lions were prepared by the resident
"falk artists" and the lions served as doorstops
and bookends. &

Lion, by Tom Carter, ca. 1910, 5"x9",
courtesy of the Hon. and Mrs. John Fitzgerald.
Each creation varied considerably and frequently
decorative elements were incised, as in this
example.

Figure 3.



The lion in Figure 3 was fashioned by hand
sculpturing, a variation on the mold technique.
These pieces were predominately worked by hand
and incised with decorative detail on the facial
area, paws, mane, and tail. They were truly the
products of untrained folk artists. The strength
of their simplicity and the anthropomorphic char-
acter that shines through in the smile and eyes is
a welcome expression of humor and warmth. Each
piece generally varied in the attention given to
details. Derivations of this decorative doorstop
or ornament were the lions made as banks for fam-
ilies and friends of the artists. As one can
well imagine, the Tion must have been the source
of much experimentation of form and function.

Even though the lions were by far the most pop-
ular folk art pottery subject, many others were
attempted. Roy Poole was born in Grand Ledge
in 1898 and worked there his entire life.

He was employed at both American Vitrified and
the Grand Ledge Clay Product Companies. In his
spare time, he fashioned and fired numerous ani-
mals of sewer tile clay for his own pleasure and
to decorate his house and garden. He made tur-
tles, alligators, frogs, coiled snakes, lamp
bases and assorted containers. Many pieces, such
as his turtles, were quite large and surprisingly
heavy., The hand-fashioned turtle has a shell
that was incised with deeply scored shell-like
patterns with extended appendages that were also

finished with decoratively incised claws(Figure 4).

The head extended upward conveys a primitive ex-
pression of life. The eyes seem to be looking up
at the human standing over the turtle. Perhaps
Roy Poole had a particular attraction to turtles
and frogs which were no doubt common along the
Grand River which ran through town. Yet his al-

ligators and other creations were true products of

his own imagination.

Figure 4.

Turtle, by Roy Poole, 1920-30, 13"
long, courtesy of Betty and Harlan MacDewell.
Roy Poole fashioned large animals and containers
that decorated his house and garden, but he made
turtles of all sizes including “thumbnail" size
turtles.

Another subject that was popular was the sculp-
ed tree trunk, which served at various times as
the form for urns, planters, and practical con-
tainers. Many examples exhibit the variety of
forms that were explored. Both were hallowed
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out and the exterior was incised to simulate bark
and stylized stumps or branches were often added.
The practical and ingenuous potters of Grand Ledge
found pragmatic use for the tree trunk creations
as seen in the water cooler (Figure 5). The
variations in form are as endless as the imagina-
tion of the potters themselves. Even cemetery
planters were made in Grand Ledge, much in the
same spirit of the cemetery markers of sewer tile
clay that have benn found in southern Ohio and
Kentucky.

Figure 5.
32" high and 12" diameter.

Watercooler, Artist Unknown, ca. 1915,

Private Collection.

An unusual architectural use was made of the
conduit tiles in the construction of the previ-
ously mentioned bridge, house foundations, base-
ment wall finishing, the siding of garages, and
in some remarkable instances, the formation of
entire buildings. Among these were: a Chevrolet
dealership built in 1920-21 which was razed in
1966, a still extant carriage house built about
1915 for a funeral home hearse, the now destroyed
buildings that had been erected in the teens to
house the Syrian workers, and on the property of
the Grand Ledge Clay Products a building that at
various times served as a blacksmith shop and
horse livery (Grand Ledge Independent 1970a: 4).
This last structure was probably built in the
Tate teens or early twenties of this century.
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The work of the potteries of Grand Ledge,
Michigan, is like that of countless other pro-
ducts that reflect the cultural tradition of our
towns and their people. The difficulty lies in
uncovering what has for so long gone unrecognized
in our midst. It has been said of the folk arts,
"the artisan tradition discernible in all folk
art is perhaps its chief unifying characteristic,
but it is the eye of the artist directing the
hand of the craftsman that gives it esthetic
validity" (Winchester and Lipman 1974:14), This
has been the nature of the life of the artist/
craftsman in Grand Ledge, Michigan, and it
time to examine and separate the integral char-
acter of the contributions of the folk artists.
Hopefully this one segment of one state's folk
art tradition will now be recognized for its
particular expression of originality, inventive-
ness and independence in the American tradition.
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