
CLAY COMMITTEE HANDBOOK

The purpose of the Clay Committee is to keep the members of the CUPC supplied with high 
quality clay. 

The Clay Committee recycles and re-conditions the bits and pieces of clay that are left over 
after the studio members have finished working so the clay can be used again. The Clay Chair will 
order more boxes of new clay when that supply runs low. The Clay Committee is only responsible for 
managing the regular red and white clay. Other club members recycle the Cink clay, and any raku, 
porcelain, or other clay that they choose to order.

The members of the Clay Committee are also responsible for cleaning and maintaining the areas
of the studio related to the recycling process. 

The members of the Clay Committee are required to sign up for 2 or 3 weeks of Clay Duty per 
session. During your weeks, you will need to check in at the studio at least every other day, and will 
probably need to work around 6 hours total, spread out over the week, depending on how much 
recycled clay the studio members are generating.

This Handbook is meant to be used as a reference for Clay Committee members as they go 
about their duties, recycling the clay and keeping the clay areas clean.

 THE PROCESS OF RECYCLING THE CLAY, STEP BY STEP

Some important things to keep in mind at all times: 

• Silicosis, a lung disease, is caused by inhaling clay dust. To reduce this risk, keep dried clay and 
clay dust to an absolute minimum by keeping all surfaces as clean as possible. For particularly 
dusty projects, work outside. 

• The red clay must not be allowed to contaminate the white clay and vice versa. Work with only 
one color of clay at a time. Wash hands and tools before switching clays.

• Keep in mind the rules for the Cink and the sink:
• The Cink (Fred): Remove no water, add no water. Only use the Cink to rinse tools and 

sponges that are dirty with clay (not glaze, etc.) You may allow the silt you produce and 
tiny bits of clay to run down the Cink drain.

• The sink (plumbing): You may draw water as you need it, but pour out the dirty water on 
the asphalt outside. You may use the sink to rinse tools and sponges that are slightly 
dirty with glaze or other dirt. Do not allow any clay silt (or pieces) to run down the sink 
drain. 



Step One: MAINTAINING ACTIVE RECYCLE BUCKET

On each recycle clay cart, in the front, there is an "active" recycle bucket. There is another 
bucket behind it, usually empty, along with the the stir paddle and spatula.

The club members dump their extra scraps of clay and slip into the active recycle bucket when 
they are finished working.

During your committee week, each time you visit:
• Stir each active bucket. We want to keep mixing the clay and the water, so that the clay doesn't 

turn into one heavy mass by settling to the bottom.
• Clear the screen on each bucket of any built up clay, so the members can easily add their scraps.
• Check to see if you need to add or remove water to/from this bucket. There should always be just 

enough water to cover the bits of clay. Remember, decanted water cannot be put down either 
sink, and must be thrown on the parking lot asphalt. 

 Check to see that the wedging tables are clean. Clean the wedging wire. Use a damp sponge to 
thoroughly wipe the canvas clean. Never wipe the red clay across the median line into the white
canvas, wipe only in the other direction. If you see crumbs of red on the white canvass, put your
cheek close to the white canvas and blow the crumbs across the line before wiping.

 It's also good, when cleaning the white canvas, to rinse your sponge first in the Cink, then in the 
sink, so you don't add pink water to the white canvas.

 When cleaning the wedging tables, also wipe down the wooden frame and the legs if there are 
any spots of dried clay on them.

 The lids of the bins of new clay, (beneath the wedging table), should be wiped clean each visit. 

When the active bucket gets to be about 1/2 to 3/4 full, switch the two buckets.
• In the bottom of the empty bucket, pour in 3 or 4 inches of water (from the plumbing sink or 

decanted from the previous active bucket).
• Put this bucket out front for the members to use as the new active recycle bucket.
 Wipe down the outside and the upper rim of the empty bucket before switching.
 Wipe down the wooden rim of the screen as needed. 
 The stir paddle consists of a strong cord laced in and out of a rigid framework. This does not 

have to be kept spotless, but when the lacing get too gunked up with clay, it doesn't work to cut 
through the chunks of clay. Periodically use your fingers or a plastic scraper to clear the stir 
paddle.



Step Two: CONDITIONING RECYCLED CLAY

Now that you have a big bucket of wet clay, you need to condition it for pouring and pugging. 
The overall goal is to get the clay to a place where it is mostly smooth, not too wet, not too dry, ready 
to pour onto the plaster table. We call it "pouring" the clay, but Please Note!! If the clay is wet enough 
to actually pour out of the bucket, it is still too wet!!  We all have our own tricks and tips for 
conditioning the clay. Here's the way I do it. Feel free to chat with others to see what works.

First, mix well and assess the consistency of the clay.
• Using the paddle is also an option, but at this one point, I really want to know how the clay feels. 

I just go into the bucket up to my elbows, feeling, smooshing, mixing.
• If there are bigger wet pieces, (like if someone threw a bowl, rejected it, and tossed it whole into 

the bucket), you need to smoosh those all down to much littler pieces. Use the screen, the 
paddle, or just squish it between your fingers.

• Big hard pieces of clay also need to be broken up.
• At this time, be especially on the lookout for foreign matter--screws, sponges, wires. These are a 

real danger to the potters and also bad for the pug mill.

Then, decide about the moisture content. If you've been decanting and keeping the water level at just 
enough to cover, it shouldn't be exceedingly wet, but it is most probably not ready to pour yet.

• Test it. Press you open hand, palm down, into the muck. Lift up. Do you still see a five fingered 
hand print? That's probably pretty good.

• If the hand print fills in with water, or the mud sucks up and obliterates the hand print, it's too wet
to pour.

If the clay is too wet to pour...
• You can just let it sit for a few days, decanting once or twice a day, not stirring. It will eventually 

dry naturally. This works particularly if you're too busy to pour right now, but remember, you 
do need to stop in the studio to decant frequently, removing all the water that rises to the surface
(decanted water gets thrown on asphalt). If things are getting a bit backed up, and I need to get 
this bucket poured because there's another bucket to pour right behind it, I like to be a bit more 
pro-active.

• Being “pro-active” here means adding dry clay to the bucket. I know this seems to go 
contrary to what you've just been doing (trying to get the pieces in the recycle bucket to 
an even consistency), but the bone dry pieces are very thirsty. They will suck up the 
water and dissolve into mush much faster than leather hard pieces, or even that rejected 
bowl someone threw into the bucket.

 



Step Two: CONDITIONING RECYCLED CLAY, continued

There are  buckets of "bone dry"clay, one for red, one for white, (and some for other types of clay), 
under the studio tables. If members are using these properly, they will contain lots of small pieces of 
bone dry clay--even powder--at the bottom.

• When you handle this bone dry clay, it's recommended you use a FACE MASK.
• To minimize clay dust in the studio, you must work OUTSIDE, when hammering, sifting and 

collecting of the bone dry clay.
• If the pieces of bone dry clay are too big to fit through the slot in the lid, hammer them till they 

are small enough.
• Sometimes you'll find "leather hard" pieces here. They won't work nearly as well to dry your 

clay, so pick them out.
• I find the easiest way to collect the smaller pieces is to sift them through the screen from the 

active recycle bucket. To collect the clay, I put the screen over the big black "oil pan" bins 
(these are currently located in the SW corner of the main room, on the top shelf, by the 
windows). Collect what falls through the screen. Do not try to force pieces through or you will 
damage the screen.

• Stir these small bone dry pieces into your too-wet clay very thoroughly, making sure to get all the
dry pieces mixed in evenly, especially top to bottom.

• Then let it rest at least a few hours. 24 hours is not too long.

While the clay is sitting, it's a good time to make sure that the plaster table you want to pour onto is in 
good shape.

 Wipe off the mineral efflorescence--that cottony fluff that accumulates, and any muck that's 
gotten onto the table. You want it clean, but you also want it to be as dry as possible when the 
time comes to pour. When cleaning the white clay table, rinse the sponge first in the Cink, then 
in the sink--no pink water!

Re-assess the the clay.
• Are the hard pieces softened sufficiently? If not, stir and let it rest some more. 
• Try that hand print test again.
• If still too wet, add more dry or decant if needed, and wait another day or so.
• If too dry, (starting to stiffen up), add a bit of water and stir stir stir.
• Or maybe it's ready to pour!

I know at first you'll feel like you don't know how to judge the clay, but believe me, there's nothing you
can do that's really wrong. If you go too far in one direction, you can always take it back the other way. 



Step 3: "POURING" THE CONDITIONED CLAY

The next step is to empty the bucket of conditioned, recycled clay onto the plaster table.

The full buckets are very heavy! 
• If you can't manage by yourself, ask for help
• You can use the cart to wheel it over to the drying table.

The edges of the bucket, (both the bottom rim and the top), are sharp enough to cut into the plaster of 
the table. Any scratch in the plaster continues to erode, leaving bits of plaster in our clay, which can 
cause our work to explode in the kiln! 

• Don't ever sit the bucket directly on the plaster!
• Balance the bucket on the wooden sides of the table, or 
• Use one of the stools.

Clay that's up against the edge of the table doesn't dry evenly.
• Always keep the wet clay at least a half inch or so away from the wooden edge of the table. 

Get the clay onto the table in whatever way seems best to you. 
• Plop it on with the spatula,
• Grab it by the handful, or
• Dip it out by the bowlful. 
• When you get close to the bottom, you can tip the bucket and scrape the bottom and sides clean 

with the spatula. Again, protect the plaster table from damage caused by contact with the 
bucket, or anything else.

• This is easier if you have a helper. 

Spread the clay out.
• Use your fingers or the spatula
• Spread it out to a somewhat even thickness--remember, keep it away from the edge.
• Make an irregular surface by poking holes into it or dragging your fingers thru it to make rows. 

You can try anything to increase the surface area to make the drying quicker.

All that plopping can make a mess.
 Wipe it all down, as needed. The back wall, the adjoining tables, the pug mill cover.
 How is the floor? You probably need to get out the mop and clean under and in front of the 

plaster tables. 
 Before you put the cart back, and while the mop is out, this is a good time to mop the floor under

and in front of the recycle carts as well.
 Also, in front of the wedging tables.  
 Since you have one empty bucket and one partially full bucket, this is a good time to give the 

wooden cart a good cleaning. Dump any dried crumbs of clay into the (new) recycle bucket. 
You can put the cart up on the drainboard of the Cink or on a table, so you can thoroughly wash 
it, inside and out.

 The newly emptied bucket should also be washed clean, inside and out, and the spatula too.



Step 4: WATCHING THE CLAY ON THE TABLE

When will the poured clay be ready to pug? This is so hard to judge! It all depends on the 
humidity in the studio. This varies depending on outside humidity, and whether the kiln is running or 
the AC or the furnace. You should definitely check it within 24 hours of your pour. That is probably the
soonest it will be ready, but it may take up to 3, even 4 days.  

Although getting this right is quite important, (the members depend on us to supply them with 
ready-to-use clay), you can always tweak it in one direction, or tweak it back the other till it's just right.

Periodically, test the clay.
• Touch the clay with your fingers. Do they come up muddy or clean? The cleaner your fingers, the

drier the clay.
• Try to pull up a piece of clay. Does it come cleanly away from the plaster or does it leave a 

muddy smear? Again, cleaner is drier.
• Can you ball up a bit of the clay or is it still a mud pie? We can't pug or wedge mud pies.
• If you try to wedge a bit of it, does it feel like what you would like to work with? That's perfect!

If the humidity is particularly low, parts of the clay can get fairly dry (maybe too dry?), while other 
parts are still too wet. 

• You can cover it all with plastic, so that the moisture in the clay evens out. 
• A tight plastic cover is also a way to entirely stop the drying process if you really can't get over to

the studio to work it in a timely manner.
• You can wedge the clay into smaller balls or shapes. (I like to put mine in arches). This will remix

the wet and dry parts of the clay together for a more evenly dry clay.
• Check it again later that day or early the next, it might be perfect!

Sometimes the clay just gets too dry. Then you have to add moisture.
• If it's really quite dry, I begin by gathering the clay into loaf-of-bread sized balls, then slicing 

them with the wire on the wedging table into many slice-of-bread sized pieces. Mist them with 
the water sprayer, then re-stack slices, and wedge briefly.

• Or just pound the clay on the table, pock mark it with finger pokes, mist and re-wedge. 
 
If you know you're going to be wedging the white clay soon,

 Make sure the canvas wedging table is cleaned ahead of time, so it will be clean but also nice 
and dry to wedge on when you're ready.

 The actual bins for new clay, (not just their lids), need to be cleaned out periodically. Now is a 
good time to do this, before you start adding new bags of clay to the bins. Temporarily remove 
any bags of clay that are already in there. Empty the dust into the recycle bucket, set the bins up
on the tables or the Cink drain board to wipe clean and rinse them inside and out.



 

Step 5a: PUGGING THE RED CLAY

Once the red clay is conditioned and has the appropriate moisture content,  it's time to set up the
pug mill and pug the red clay. 

Prepare the mill for operation.
• Remove the cover and all the pieces of plastic that protect the mill and the clay within. Note 

where these pieces of plastic are rubber banded onto the mill (mouth of the mill, vacuum 
chamber, hopper). Set them all aside. 

• You can pull the whole table out from the wall for easier access. It is heavy, and blocks the door-
way a bit, but I find it all works better if I do this.

• Pull out the receiving tray.
• Attach the long arm.
• Turn ON the Power key (clockwise). (Power key has the yellow "Power" tag). 
• Make sure the vacuum valve is closed (perpendicular to the mill). (The vacuum valve is the small

red lever on the side of the mill, by the square vacuum chamber).   
• Check the vacuum chamber, making sure that the gasket and plexi window are all aligned, and 

that the slot is clear.
• Turn ON the green vacuum dial (clockwise).

Begin pugging.
• Get a double handful of clay and load it into the hopper. 
• Bring down the long arm of the lever. Lay your weight on it. You will hear the motor engage, and

clay will begin to emerge from the mouth of the mill.
• Repeat till there is about 10 to 12 inches of clay on the receiving tray.
• Cut off this clay with a wire or a plastic putty knife. 
• Load pugged clay into bags (see below).
• Frequently check the vacuum chamber for clay that may have welled up into it (see trouble 

shooting, below, if this happens).
• Repeat.

Trouble shooting: If clay wells up or spits into the vacuum chamber,
• Stop! Do not continue pugging, till you have cleared the chamber.
• Open the vacuum valve. (Parallel to the mill)
• Turn OFF the green vacuum dial (counter clockwise)
• Remove the plexi square and the gasket.
• Clear out the slot in the vacuum chamber. You should be able to see into the tube of the mill.
• Reverse the above. (Replace gasket, plexi square. Close vacuum valve (perpendicular). Turn ON 

the green vacuum dial.)
• Continue pugging, checking chamber frequently.
• If this keeps happening (multiple times per table),

• Try waiting a few seconds between hopper loads. 
• Clay may just be too wet to pug. Let clay dry more, try later.

                                           



Step 5a: PUGGING THE RED CLAY, continued

When you've finished: 
• Open vacuum valve. (parallel)
• Turn OFF the green vacuum dial (counter clockwise)
• Turn OFF the yellow tagged Power key (counter clockwise)
• Remove long arm.
• Push receiving tray in.
 Thoroughly wipe the entire pug mill clean, and the table it sits on.
• Shake out and replace all the pieces of plastic with the rubber bands (mouth of the mill, vacuum 

chamber, hopper)
• Replace cover.
 Thoroughly clean the plaster table, and anything else that's gotten dirty.

Step 5b: WEDGING THE WHITE CLAY

When the white clay on the plaster table has reached the correct consistency... 
• Take workable sized chunks and wedge it by hand. 
• We want a good, working consistency, with an even texture, and as few air bubbles as possible. 
• Use the wedging table or the plaster table, whichever is the better height for you.
• I have used the slab roller to start the wedging process. It seems to help get rid of air bubbles.

Afterward,
 Wipe down the wedging table and also the plaster table.

Step 6: BAGGING THE CLAY 

When you have clay that's been pugged or wedged, and it's ready to bag...
• First, take a bag from the empty bags set aside for this purpose. Find them in the 5 gal buckets, 

next to the wedging table, red for red, white for white.
• Make sure the bag has no holes. Twist one end to make a balloon and squeeze--if it deflates 

quickly, you've got a leak. Throw that one in the trash and get another bag. 
• The bag probably has dried clay on/in it. Shake that out into the correct recycle bucket.
• Load up the bag with pugged clay till it's a good size, not too heavy or full. Maybe 3 pieces, 10 or

12 inches each. 
• Twist the top of the bag and double it over.
• Tie off with a rubber band, located in a bowl above the wedging table, to keep it sealed.
 Did you clean out the new clay bins during Step 4? If not, you should do it now.
• Put it in the "new clay" bin for the members to use!!



COURTESIES COMMON TO THE CLAY COMMITTEE 

 Communicate well with each other. Call, text or email to remind the next person on the calendar
that you are turning the duty over to them. Inform them of the status of the clay (i.e. the red clay bucket
is getting full, etc.).

We are all a team, so if you see a bucket that needs to be stirred, a screen that needs to be 
cleared, or clay that needs attention, please help each other out, even if it is not your week .

 Always end your shift, on Saturday if possible, with an extra good clean-up.

If you've got a plaster table full of clay on Saturday, see if you can come into the studio to finish
pugging it, rather than leaving a half-finished job for the next person on Sunday. If this isn't possible, 
be sure to communicate with the next person as to when you poured that table, and when you expect it 
will be ready for them to pug. 

If a you are unable to get to the studio for some of the days you've signed up for, see if another 
member can fill in for you. And if someone asks you to do that, be as generous as you can.  The Clay 
Chair will usually be happy to fill in for any member that has a few days they can't get into the studio. 
Give your replacement as much advance notice as possible. 

All the Clay Committee members' phone numbers and email addys are posted on the Clay 
Committee bulletin board, above the pug mill. Feel free to call the Clay Chair with any questions or if 
you need a hand with  conditioning, pouring or pugging. 


