
10

oramagazine.co.nz

Ora Health & Wellness

@ora.nzPhotograph by Jordan Reid

Mind

“The mind is the source of all suffering, and it is also the source of all happiness.” 

- Pema Chodron

The mind is an incredibly powerful tool. Honour it with positive self-talk and self-love, 
embrace body confidence and surround yourself with other positive minds through 

empowering and nurturing relationships. 
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Ko Tom te hinengaro matua a Oka Pottery. Anei mātou e kōrero ana ki ā ia. 

If you love reusable cups, chances are you’ve seen his work - Tom’s the young genius behind 
Oka Pottery, a booming art studio in Tauranga. Having battled chronic fatigue syndrome and 
other mental health obstacles over the years, Tom found his calling with pottery - his own form 
of meditation. We have a chat with him to learn more about his journey and the link between 
creativity and holistic health. 

Finding Contentment 
In Craft

Interview With Tom Hill

Creator of Oka Pottery

Written By Laura Tuck



“The feelings and sensations that come with creating 
something with your hands is quite meditative.”
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“Creative expression is such an important tool for bouncing back 
when you’re not feeling great. The feelings and sensations that come 
with creating something with your hands is quite meditative - I 
immediately start to relax as soon as I start throwing.”

For self-taught potter Tom Hill, pottery is a powerful form of art 
therapy. It just so happens he’s incredibly talented at his craft, and 
over the past year has built a highly successful business from his 
home studio in Tauranga. 

“I sold my first Oka piece in March 2018. It’s taken off pretty quickly 
since then, but it hasn’t been an easy journey - I’ve been dedicated to 
it every single day. Being self-taught means I’ve made every mistake 
under the sun!”
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The art of trying (and trying again)
It was a stroke of serendipity when Tom “stumbled into pottery” a few 
years ago. Armed with an arts degree from his stint in Wellington, 
he originally wanted to pursue a career in photography but lost his 
creative mojo after university and found the industry incredibly 
cutthroat as a new graduate.

“I felt like my creativity was zapped after four years of constantly 
having to come up with new ideas under pressure. I was also hit with 
chronic fatigue syndrome while I was studying. I wasn’t the classic 
uni student going out partying every night – I was forced into looking 
after myself.”

Trading late nights for exercise had its upsides, though – Tom learned 
to look after himself through training and nutrition. 

“I needed to get out of the creative space for a bit, so I did a PT 
course in 2016 which refuelled me mentally and helped me to get 
my health in check. It was also about that time I went travelling. I’ve 
always loved the Japanese culture, so I went to Japan and was totally 
inspired. I took more photos in three weeks than I did the previous 
year!

“When I came home, I was drinking coffee with a friend out of a cup 
she’d just made. I was like ‘that’s it – that’s what I want to do!’ so I 
took a pottery lesson. It was terrible,” Tom laughs.



“The first step in the process is called centring, which is making sure 
the piece of clay is centred on the wheel. It’s bloody hard, and I  
was shocking at it. I nearly threw in the towel, but I went home and 
looked up some YouTube tutorials and decided to go back for one 
more lesson. I asked the teacher to let me try a few things on my 
own, and something just clicked. I did it my way from then on.”  

Excited to master a new hobby, Tom started doing pottery on the 
side of his PT work and casual weekend shifts as a barista. 

Going all in
“The only reason I started selling my work was because my friends 
kept telling me to,” Tom explains. “I’d started amassing pots and 
mugs in my house, but it didn’t cross my mind that a creative outlet 
could lead to such a cool career. 

“When you’re young there’s so much pressure to pay the rent, get 
a nice house and drive a flash car. Some of us get a taste of what 
we could do through our hobbies, but it’s scary taking that next 
step. I knew I wanted to feel content - I didn’t just want to make a 

“I knew I wanted to feel content, I didn’t just want to 
make a living.”
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living. So, I’m incredibly thankful that I’ve found something I’m really 
passionate about that also allows me to pay the bills.”

You’ll find small batches of Oka pottery in stores every now and then, 
but Tom largely sells online. He’s done some incredible customised 
pieces like double handled mugs, and tactile cups for therapy groups 
that want to engage the senses, but most people recognise Oka for 
its beautiful reusable cups. 

“I love that so many Kiwis want to be part of the sustainability 
movement,” says Tom. “Coffee is a ritual, so I want people to be able 
to enjoy their cup at home as a beautiful tumbler, as well as pop a lid 
on it when they need to take it away.”

Every Oka piece features Tom’s signature Japanese symbol – the 
name Oka means ‘Hill’ in Japanese, after all.

“People use stamps to sign their name in Japan,” Tom explains. “Dad 
worked there for a few years, and my stamp is actually the one he 
used. When I needed a mark for my pottery, it was perfect.”
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New age meditation
Watching Tom at work in his studio, it’s hard to believe he’s only 
been doing pottery for a few years. He makes everything look so 
easy and natural, but Tom assures us the process isn’t without its 
challenges - every piece is a labour of love.

“There’s a famous UK potter I admire, Grayson Perry, who says 
opening a kiln is an exercise in controlled disappointment. When you 
open the kiln, you imagine what’s inside is going to be amazing, then 
all of a sudden it all turns to crap. Maybe you’ve added too much 
water, or used a new type of glaze, and suddenly it doesn’t do what 
you want it to do and the piece is worthless.”

Most people wouldn’t know the difference, of course. But like most 
artists, Tom is all about the details.

“If you get to know a certain art – whether its pottery, coffee or 
surfboard making – you can tell straight away whether something’s 
a success or not. I can look at a cup and immediately tell whether it’s 
been trimmed, or what kind of kiln it’s been fired in. And of course, 
I’m gutted when my work doesn’t turn out right!”

Tom’s borderline perfectionism not only means his art is of the 
highest quality, but he’s also had to concentrate damn hard during 
the process - which he says is fantastic for his mental health.  

“Along with chronic fatigue, I still deal with anxiety attacks and bouts 
of depression, but I’ve learned to deal with it. Everything hits me a lot 
harder, which is why exercise is now a huge part of my life. When I’m 
exercising, I don’t think of anything else which is great because my 
mind usually starts whirring as soon as I wake up. It’s the same with 
pottery - it requires a lot of mental attention, and I always feel good 
about the hard work I’ve put in. 

“If someone told me to meditate, I just couldn’t imagine myself 
sitting there with my legs crossed. But I guess pottery is my own 
form of meditation - it’s all about finding something that gets you in 
the zone. My advice to anyone who doesn’t have a creative outlet is 
to find one. Experiment. It could be anything - as long as it’s purely 
for you.”

For more information on Tom and Oka Pottery visit their website 
okapottery.co.nz

“Pottery is my own form of meditation - it’s all about 
finding something that gets you in the zone.”
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