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F I N E \XI 0 I{ K 

AN EVEI~YDAY LUXUI~Y 
Simon Pearce wants his distinctive handblown glass to be used 

By Nicholas Pox Weber 

Ben rand Ru.sscll, in_his aut~l~)k~gta­
phy, dcscnh~.:s a dmncr vtslt I rotn 

Prime Minister Ghtdstonc. Russell was 
seventeen years old and lived with his 
grandmother in a vast house in Rich­
mond Park which had been given to 
he!" and hcJ" husba11d by Queen Vic­
toria. HAs I wns the only male in the 
household, he and I were left alone to­
gether at the dinnet· table after the Ia. 
dies retired. l-Ie mndc only one remark: 
'This is :1 very good port they have giv­
en me, but why have they given it me in 
a claret glass?' I did not know the an­
swer, and wished the earth would swal­
low me up. Since then I h£we never felt 
the full~tgony of tenor.'' 

Decot·um in that Victorian dining 
room haJ as grand a role as that of it~ 
cousin decoration. Both prevailed in 
the world of glasswllre as they do in 
many households a century later. But 
for those fortunate enough to have the 
work of Simon Pe:trce on the table to· 
day, not only might the burgundy he in 
a water goblet or the ale in a cham· 
pngnc nute, hut the cut surfaces and 
fragile stems suggestive of t\ tcrrifyin~ 
formality have been replaced by shapes 
and textures that proffer only comfort 
and tranquillity. 

Classhlower SiiHoll 1\.·;u-ce is a ghostly presence hchind the water gohlct taking shape 

In his undecorated goblets one fceh 
the very forces that give them their lifl·: 
their history from molten sand to the 
pontil iron. The pontil mark that n•. 
mains on the bottom of each piece of 
glass refers to the processes that :trl· 

glorified rather than disguised in his 
work. Pearce makes handmade blown 
glass for everyday usc. 1 lis clc11r uncut 
goblets and other vessels are, with tlw 
exception of cert<1in pieces bySteuhen, 
em innovation in our time, restoring tu 
functional glasswcue the character it 
had before the c1·as of ornament and 
industrialization. As such, he is lih 
Bernard Leach and other modern pot· 
ters who restored to dinner scn•in· 
the unadorned (Cont;,med on paf..cSOJ ; 
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essence of the raw m:ttel"ials out of 
which thev were made. 

Simon i>cnrce, who for the past five 
yenrs has been working in Quechee, 
Ver111ont, ftnivcd naturallv nt his craft. 
Philip Pearce, his father, ;tatted a pot­
tery in the smnll seaside town ofShnna~ 
garry in County Cork, lrchtnd, when 
Simon was ten. This former hookseller­
fftrlllcr was reviving <1 tradition of 
country etrthenwarc that had died out 
almost a century earlier twenty miles 
away in the town ofYoughal, where his 
clav came from. His work has the same 
1·ugged elegance as his son's glassware. 

Daily living was cherished in the 
Pem-ce home. Simon rccnlls the special 
seasoning that went into the food~ 
largely thanks to Simon's mother, Lucy 
Pea1-ce, who was a friend of Elizabeth 
Dnvid's and had some of the same 
know-how as the grent food writer. Ev­
ery household object W:ls carefully 

A one-of-a-kind huge-stemmed bn\\'1, 
abrJIIc, signed and dated in Pearce's 1803 

Vermont mill, below, on the 
()ttauqut:cht'e Rivcr. 
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chosen. "No nulttcr how inexpensive 
or menial its purpose-even if it was 
the brush to sweep the f1o01·-it was al­
ways he~wtiful to look at." Lucy Pearce 
was also remMkahlc for instilling in her 
(·hildren the sense that thev could do 
whatever they wanted. Sim~n feels th<H 
the 1·eason he learned to build machin­
ery nnd a factory, to weld and do dec-

tricnl wo1-k, as well as make glass ~md 
run a business, is that when he was 
growing up, she encouraged him to fin­
ish everything he started or tried. 
"Generally when a child's bicycle 
bre:1ks down, his pnrents take it to the 
shop nnd get it mended. The child im· 
mediately decides, 'I can't mend bicy­
cles; tlutt's up to the experts.' In the 
case of my brother Stephen ~md tlll', 

our mother would watch us fiddle with 
a bike, and when we got fed up nnd 
said we couldn't fix it, she would look 
at it with liS. I r it needed llllCW link, we 
would take the chain off, get on the hus 
tllone to the large town ten miles mva_v, 
and buy a new one. If we coukln 't put it 
back on by ourselves, someone would 
do it witb us, hut never for us." Even 
before they were teenagers, matel"ials 
and instruction were alwavs availnble 
for making their own wl;eclharrows 
and wagons or even huilding a shtte 
roof. The result WllS that, unlike Ber­
trand Russell, the Pcarces grew up with 
no tenor whatsoever. As for decorum, 
the Pearce boys used to run across lhc 
dining-room (Conliuued ollf)(IJ'f 82) 



tahh.· while guests were dining there. 
(Their parents were friends of A. S. 
NL·ill, the founder of Sumtnct·hill, <HH.I 
chctmpioned some radiral<tpproaches 
to child t·eal"ing.) 

\'\fhen Simon first hnd tlw idea of 
making handmade functionctl glnss <l 

piece at a time, he needed evNy hit of 
the self-confidence his tnothct· hnd en· 
couraged. Dropping out of :-.chool 11t 

~lge nrtecn to u·ctvl'i nnd become <I pot­
tct·, he went at 11ge seventeen for two 
vears to New Zeal..tnd to stud\' with the 
hritish potter who h:.td tn.til;ed his fa­
ther, and then sp(:nt a ye<u· in the Ori­
ent with Stephen, by then also a potter. 
On his return he decided to work in 
ghtss lather than clciy. It was 1968, and 
l1e was 22 years old. Fot·a year he wrote 
to the govemments of glllss-pi"Oducing 
countries, to fctctorv owners and ex­
perts on the subject~ "Evei)'(HH." said it 
wns impossible. One of the great glass 
experts in England wrote me, 'You're 
absolutely out of your mind. Don't 
even attempt it. ft can never he done; 
it\ not like throwing a lump of mud on 

a wlwcl.' " lie dedded to auend the 
Royal College of Art in London, hut 
grew dissatisfied after a few months 
and switched to thl' Ric:tvcld Academy 
in Amsterdam. llc soon hecame con­
vine<.·,\ that wthet· than stmlv he s\Hlukl 
go dirLTtly to n f;tctoty. I fe \\'<ls pre­
pared to do nothing hut s\\'l'l'P f!oot·s if 
nen·ss;\1-v; in fact at the Vennini factorv 
ncar Vt';lin· all he did was mnkl' an~! 
sen'l' <1 mixtutT of white wine and 
Coca-<:ob to the gbssnwkel"s. ()ther 
stints in factoril's wet-c with I .L·en.hun in 
llolbnd; K;tstrup llolmeganrd in 
Denmat-k; and Boda, Onefors, cmd 
Sandvick in Sweden. !\ lwc<tkthrough 
occurred in Sccwdincwia. The ghtss­
makcrs "were opt'll, frank, and gi\•­
ing." Not only did Pearce get a lot of 
t11"~Ktical training, he was also givl'n the 
freL·dom to l'XJwriment a hit. 

In t 97 I he :->et up <1 glass \\'(H·kslHlp in 
I rcland, in Kilkenny nol"tht'ast of Shan­
ngany. lie u:-;ed some of what he had 
lcarnt'd ohroad, panicularly 11.1 One~ 
f,lrs, hut without the i nsistt'nce on uni­
formit~·- lie sought some of the quality 

STEAMBOATINt·THE ORIGINAL 
AMERICAN VACATION. 
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Over a century ago, more than 11,000 1mddlcwheelers plied the Mississippi and 
Ohio rivers. It was an era of discovery. An era of grandeur. The Steamboatin' Era. 

lhday you can glide bark in time and rediscover. America- Steamboatin' style 
aboard the legendary Delta Queen arid the magnificent Mississippi 
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he lovl"d in pub ght:'lses of the type he 
had stnrted to collect at age fifteen. 
Thc1·e would be "no hand polishing, 
no engineers with micrometers." The 
designs were hascd neither on histori­
cal precedent nor on a deRirc for odgi­
ll;tlitv-<llllv on an instinct for balance 
and .pl"o!H;rt ion nnd what felt right 
overall. "The key is to get the right 
weight or colhu·, the right length of 
stcn1. Even if the dinwnsions <Ire cor­
rect, if you put on a thin mean foot, it 
will he ugly ctnd just won't work." 
Thcl"c had to he a reason fo1· cctch nu­
:mcc of sh~tpc. "The hasc of a winl'glass 
is wide so that it stands up properly. 
The shoulder of'' pitcher needs <l cer­
tain cmve so tlutt it will work. Other­
wise one must rl'sist. Swids and dents 
put in just fort heir own sake arc worth­
less." People luwe pointed to the inllu­
encc of early Georgian forms, hut 
Simon says that the dl'signs arc quite 
diffet-cnt, even though the feeling is 
simibr. lie docs admit to a kinship, 
however, with the l·ombin<Hion of so­
phist kelt ion and pl"imitiveness-''the 
gentkncss <111d softness, that trying not 
to he hard or rigid"-of tt·nditional 
Irish desi~n as it is manifest inl'arly sil­
ver llnd the plnstl'nvork of Dublin. 

An audience emerged shortly llfter 
the Kilkenny workshop was estab­
lished. Simon Pcllrcc's work Wils soon 
exhibited, written about, and sold in 
Ireland, Engl:md, and Amcricn. In 
1981 he n1oved with l1is Atnerican wife 
to Quechee, which is five miles from 
\\loodstock_ He bought a mill on the 
Ottauquechee River; it generates c1ll of 
the electricity for the unique dual­
chamber glass-melting fut·nncc that he 
designed with the help of engineers 
from Coming. In the melting chamber 
he puts his fot·mub of 70 percent pure 
silica sand from North C:nolinn, l5 
percent lend, and nine othet· ingredi­
ents of which the mix is crucial. Be­
cause the lead content is 15 percent 
rather thon 30, the product is techni­
cnlly hnlf crystal. It is lend thnt brings 
down the melting tcmj1cratu1·c of sand 
nnd then holds the hell! so that the ma­
terial c:m he worked. In Pe;trce's glass 
there is no need for the same lead 
content os for full crystal, where an 
increased softness is necessary for 
cutting and polishing. 

The method is based entirely on d­
fcclivcncss, without reverence l(n tm­
dition m· the (Contiuucd on f!aJ!.C 84) 
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idea of lumdwork except as they arc 
necessary to attain certain qualities. 
The new fu1·nace improves the mntcrhtl 
because the movement between the 
two chmnbers helps eliminate bubbles. 
The folJI·~foot-long pipe with which 
Pe<trce, or the people he has trained, 
remove the glass from the second 
chamber is made of stainless steel he­
cause a traditional iron pipe might 
scale off into the furnace and turn ev­
erything green. After the centering­
"one of the hardest things in glass­
making, which is getting the weight in 
the right plnce"-most of the glnss 
is blown into beechwood or gr~1phite 
molds, which Simon considers indis­
pensable to many forms even if "at the 
Roynl College of An, n mold was a diny 
word." After it is blown, the object is 
transferred to the pontil iron for the 
finishing processes. Five people nulk­
ing high-quality commercial crystal 
can finish 120 stem glasses in an hout·, 
whereas five workers for Simon Pearce 
complete 20, or with luck 22, per hour. 
Appealing as mechanically produced 

t\ ., 

FINE WORK 

glass may look in a shop window, 
Simon Pearce feels that once it is at 
home it has l1 cold, lifeless feeling, 
which he would no sooner settle for 
than his mother would have served 
canned vegct<thles. 

At Pearce':-; two shops-in Quechee 
and on l3leeckcr Street in New York-~ 

In 1981 Pearce 
moved to Quechee, 

Vermont, five 
miles from 

Woodstock, and 
bought a mill on 
the Ottauquechee 

River 

one sees the perfectly balanced, spar­
kling results. In stock there arc three 
styles of wineglasses, round watet· gob­
lets, sherry glasses, tankards, highball 
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America's favorite to the rescue. 
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No other dictionary responds to so many calls for help-how to spell it, how to 
say it, how to use it. And it's the only dictionary to tell you how old a word is. 

A Genuine Merl'iam-Webstef 
More people take our word for it. • ........ " "''"'""' 

and whiskey glasses, n1rafes, jugs, 
howls, pitchers, lamps, candlesticks in 
various sizes, and several designs of 
vases and other miscellaneous objects. 
Simon will not take commissions, but 
periodically introduces new items after 
he has tdcd them out for a while at 
home. Last fall the rather Oriental­
looking, uterine-shaped vases dis­
played in the New York shop were 
particul:trly remarkable. 

The boy who used to nm on the ta­
ble has now joined the world of cata­
logue sales and specialty stores. His 
wares can also be ordered by mail from 
Quechee or seen at such retail outlets 
as Henri Bendel, numerous jewelry 
ami gift shops, and many branches of 
Pierre Deux, as well as in the two shops 
that bear the Pearce name. The pottery 
of Simon's father and brother is on 
view as well. Stephen Pearce's work 
combines the allure of Korean stonc­
wnre with the high spirits and inven­
tiveness of Picasso's ceramics. 

In Quechee, Simon also has a restau­
rant where the objects of all three arc 
used and where he supe1·vises the food 
preparation. In the mill viewers can ac­
tually watch the glnss get blown by the 
ten or so glasshlowel·s Simon has 
trained. In addition, one often encoun­
ters the designer himself. His appear­
Otlcc combines classic features and 
irregularity much as his work doesi he 
has the sort of rugged good looks that 
could have done no harm to his self­
assurance. 

In his house neatby Simon Pearce 
makes beauty as inevitable in the lives 
of his three sons, all under the age of 
six, as it was in his childhood. They 
have used his glassware ever since they 
could pick it up. "People come in and 
say how awful it is that the children use 
expensive glasses. In fact, they've bro­
ken only one glass. That investment in 
my children's education is ptetty cheap 
compared with what people are spend­
ing on education down the road at art 
college." If the common sense and ad­
venturousness that Simon and Pia 
Pearce embody is carried on by their 
children, their education is off to a 
good start. The lucky devils can drink 
their milk from a brandy snifter, their 
juice from one of the new tulip wine­
glasses. One can only guess what Mr. 
Gladstone would have to say. o 
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