
             This wall is just not pretty 
This wall’s not having fun. 
It’s had no joy in its short life 
Its been quite badly done. 
 
It’s crammed with running joints you see 
And large stones near the top. 
The copes all thrown on anyhow 
Allowing them to rock. 
 
The wall’s too wide beneath the copes 
And therefore has no batter. 
To use no frame or lines is poor 
(But not all attest the latter)! 
 
The really quite nice stone in there 
Has simply been abused. 
When with a little thought and extra time
Could be so much better used. 
 
To sum it up I’d have to say 
This wall is plainly glum. 
It has to bear the public gaze 
In rain, in snow and sun. 
 
Lets hope it will have better care 
When next it does fall down. 
A waller who will build with love 
Not just some cowboy clown. 

 
Tracey Blackwell 
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Ed. 
 
Sorry its been so long since the last “Stonechat” mostly for reasons beyond my control.  However its a 
bumper issue to make up for it, not least because of my incessant prattling in a couple of articles.  
Well that`s what you get if I have to wait forever for contributions (please note outside guest 
contributors are exempted from any impliicit criticism, their efforts were exemplary). 
 
For those easily offended please skip the next bit... 
 
I shall have a rant on the offchance that any ‘readers’ get this far into the magazine...  Not a foregone 
conclusion as at least one recipient of the mag was working with me and asked a question about 
coping that had been explicitly dealt with in the last editiion.  In addition not a single entry for the 
competition.  Does anyone actually bother or care?  Well I suppose I shall soon find out as you will 
now have to pay to receive this I`m sure the circulation will slump, unfortunately the effort involved in 
putting it together will not diminish one iota.  In some sort of parallel to the idea of ‘use it or lose it’ 
show some b***** enthusiasm  or else... 
 
A membership form is attached, with Brenda`s dyslexic help it`s bilingual.  Address any grammatical 
complaints to the committee not us! 
 

 
 
Back to the competition I thought that even if you lot 
couldn’t be bothered someone in the walling millieu 
might be so I put it on the DSWA web site discussion 
page and the winner was Margaret Addy, Ribble 
Valley, Lancashire. 
 
The next edition of masterclass will discuss the faults 
and maybe a bit about inspecting walls in general.  If I 
can be bothered.   
 
The poem on the right was received after the closing 
date but I thought deserved a mention in dispatches 
 
Sean 
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Rubble topped wall, Llanrug, near Caernarfon 

From The Chair 
 
I would like to start by wishing you all a Happy New Year (all be it belated!)  As we move on into 2008 
the branch committee are planning a new branch supporter’s membership option, taster days, the 
annual Cerrig show competition and regular meetings.  All this can only happen with your support and 
commitment and with dwindling coffers your support is more important than ever.  It is with this in 
mind the branch supporters membership has been introduced.  Supporters membership will cost only 
£5 per year entitling the supporter to receive regular copies of Stonechat and attend meetings (which 
usually have an interesting guest speaker) but exempt any voting rights on branch matters. What a 
bargain!! 
 
The taster days are going to be just that!  They will be an opportunity for people to have a go and 
spend a light hearted day alongside experienced drystone wallers.  We are hoping to run these days 
during one of the summer months in both North East and North West Wales, and all for the 
reasonable amount of only £10 per person.  People who want to move on to the next level can then 
attend a branch training weekend with the benefit of £10 reduction from the usual fee.  If you or 
someone you know is interested in attending one of these days please contact me for more details.    
 
The annual Cerrig walling competition is once again due to be held in September.  This year we will 
try to subsidise the costs of running the competition by seeking sponsorship.  If you know of any 
individuals, groups or companies who may be willing to help us out please let us know.  The 
competition can only run if there are enough competitors so why not start practising now and join us in 
September, or at least visit our stand for a chat and watch the competitors at work! 
 
Having told you what  the North Wales Drystone walling branch  could offer you, in order to continue 
what we would like from you is ……..yes you’ve guessed it!......CASH!!  It would be appreciated if you 
could pay your subs ASAP as this would show your commitment and allow us to continue with 
planning branch events.  Please send your 2008 subs with your name, address, phone number and 
email address to the branch treasurer ASAP (cheques should be made payable to N.Wales Branch of 
G.B DSWA) Subscriptions are as follows: Branch supporter £5,  Full Branch Membership £30 (which 
includes £20 national subs).   
 
I would like to thank the committee for all their help and support. 
 
Craig. 

 
These “chairs” are part of a `pinfold` in the 
centre of Dobs Cross, Lancashire, 
restored by DSWA President Bryan 
Hough.  For those who missed 12ish a 
pinfold or pound was where stray stock 
was “impounded” and kept until payment 
of a fine.  Where`s Llanberis’ I muse. 
 
 

 
 
 

Masterclass – Coping 2 
 

Rubble  
 
In this part of the world many walls seem to have had their coping removed.  However this is not 
always the case in many instances they never had any in the first place.  These walls more or less 
peter out without having a formal coping., being finished instead with a random capping of whatever 
was left over, otherwise known as rubble coping. 
 

 
 
It is difficult to determine formal patterns 
with this type of coping.  Settlement takes 

it toll, which coupled with the generally insecure nature of the top and repairs/replacements -probably 
just haphazard replacement of dislodged stone means the top may well bear little resemblance to its 
original state.  Equally it might have changed very little. 
 
Generally these walls tend to have quite a wide top.  The rubble rarely traverses the wall top, so it has 
to be wide enough to take at least two independent `rows` without them being easily displaced.  
These stones however rough still cap the wall, holding the top courses in place so they need to sit 
well and not be easily displaced.  Consequently they tend to be larger than the previous layers, and 
generally sat on their largest surface. 
 
As a general rule you should still try to achieve a more or less level finish.  Setting a string is not 
necessary but can be useful especially where additional rubble used to fill gaps/dips or even as a third 
row across centre/join of first 2.  There is no point putting a big stone in a small hole/dip and a small 
stone in a large one.  Using a string just leads to efficient use of stone. 
 
 
Sometimes the two outer layers of rubble are capped by a central line of rubble, somewhat bigger 
than shown over, which serves not only to increase the height of the wall, but also to effectively tie the 
two outer rows together, adding greatly to their stability. 
 



Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon, Bethesda 

Roadside, Penisarwaun, 
Caernarfon 

Tyddyn Isa, Tal y Bont, Bangor 

 

 
 
Where the rubble is either thinner and/or smaller it 
can be advisable to set the stones on edge as for 
normal coping.  If you stand stones up whilst 
individually not necessarily stable you can lock them together far more than the case when sat “flat”. 

 
Basically there are not necessarily right and 
wrong approaches to rubble coping, rather better 
and worse (or maybe `not so bad and worse’ given its inherently unstable nature compared to normal 
coping).  This gives plenty of room for improvisation.  In my opinion a better use of stone tends to be 
achieved through more formalised approaches producing a tighter and more stable top.  
 
The commonest fault/problem is building the wall too narrow to take what will almost inevitably be in 
effect a double coping.  If aiming for around 20cm rubble then the top needs to be at least 40cm wide 
and nearer 50 or even 60 in order that the stones can be laid length in, ie  longer than they are tall.   
 
If you have any longer stones that more 
or less cross whole of the top these 
should be regularly spaced rather than 
grouped.  There is little point in 
grouping and getting one good bit.  
They are good stones to key up to 
tightly when wedging, hence the whole 
cope can benefit if they are regularly 
spaced.  
 
A problem tends to arise in that you 
should really do both sides at once to 
ensure they complement each other rather than the side you do second having a lot of compromises 
to get around the stones laid first.  Practicalities tend to lead to one side being done first so you 
should try to mix the stones with shorter and wedge shapes to facilitate good stones on the second  

side.  The odd poor stone is not a problem when two good neighbours hold it in, a run of several poor 
stones can be disastrous as none 
really helps hold the others in. 
  
With all the rubble copes you would 
try and top wedge them as far as you 
can to tighten them. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slabs  
 
Another rarer but not exactly scarce 
form of coping in these parts is 
composed of larger stones or slabs 

set flat.  This has the advantage of requiring fewer stones than a standard cope, but it does require 
the body of the wall to be built higher to achieve the same degree of stock proofing as standard 
coping.  Hence walls topped this way tend to be slightly more time consuming. 
 

 
 
 
 

Large slab top,Dulusau, Ysbyty Ifan. 



Diagram from BTCV “Dry Stone Walling”. P135 

In effect this type of coping is a “coverband” without the subsequent vertical coping, plus the stones 
tend to be larger than in a more traditional coverband as they are reliant on their own weight to keep 
them in place. 
 
There are essentially two approaches to setting these stones (which are generally relatively flat), 
either setting the slabs on top of the levelled wall, or setting the tops of the slabs level with the wall top 
levelling varying in height below them.  
 
To create a flat top slab cope... 
Work out which are the thickest slabs. Set one of these on an initially levelled piece of wall. Run a 
string from the top of this slab at a constant height along the wall.  Place slab on wall see how much 
needs building up, (even place stone on top of the slab level to the string).   Remove slab and build a 
bit of wall to take slab.   

 
This can be tricky.  Sometimes it is an idea 
to in effect prop each corner and then pin 
under the stone, especially with larger slabs 
that you don not want to have to keep 
removing and replacing.  As with everything 
in walling it becomes mush easier with 
practice.  Given that I come across a 
significant stretch of this type of cope every 
five years or so I’m not sure I’ll live long 
enough to become truly proficient! 
 
An easier approach is to level the wall and 
set the slabs on this. The stones should be 
set to get some sort of flowing top.  Where a 
stone is noticeably thinner, it is usually worth 
building it up a bit (as in the previous 
method) and if s a stone is particularly thick 
you can always remove a few stones off the 
top course. 
 

 
 

As with standard coping these slabs should 
completely span the wall and be sat to complement 
their neighbours.  If this is not achieved they do not 

hold the levelling stones in place, and individual slabs are more easily displaced.  This can be a 
particular drawback with this type of cope as it is far more difficult to securely wedge any gaps 
compared to standard coping.  It is very rare to find walls (other than consumption) with a double row 
of slab copes as they need to be particularly wide to accommodate them.  Even then it is usually 
necessary to “trace” a fair few.  If a double row is employed take great care to avoid leaving spaces 
that will only allow narrow, easily displaced stone on one side.  Here less regular slabs are a godsend 
 
 

as triangular `plans` 
allow the two sides to 
complement each 
other, which is 
probably more 
important than 
maintaining good 
contact between 
adjacent stones. 
 
 
Having said rubble 
coping gives plenty of 
room for 
improvisation it is 
probably worth 

mentioning the following method, which in many ways combines slabs and rubble.  I have only found 
this method in short sections of as couple of walls in Nant Ffrancon but have used it extensively to 
cap two walls there, one several hundred metres long. 
 
It is useful where you have a lot of stones that are so long they would have to go very low in the wall 
but are actually too small face wise to really go there.  Coupled with judicious saving and use of some 
larger slabs and normal coping you use these stones to create a coverband akin to slabs but much 
more random with steps and undulations as in the photo  (again Blaen y Nant) below. 
  

 
 
Then you set two copes to the required height (It is best to set chunky copes on flat covers for this) 
and run a string between them.  You then fit the rest of your copes and rubble wherever they best sit 
to meet the line.  Taller ones in dips, shorter ones on rises, jamming others into the gaps between 

 
short completed sections similar to building cloddiau.  Again the point of the line is to act as a guide, 
there is no point putting a tall stone where it pokes up if somewhere else you end up with a stone that  

Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon, Bethesda 



is too short on a low bit thus creating a dip.  Ending up with a level top is essentially a by-product of 
using the string, not its sole purpose. 
 
If you have a number of taller copes you can set these on the wall as normal butting covers up to 
them (similar to bookends).  If needs be you can double up thinner covers.  You just vary it according 
to what stone you have.  It thus becomes a very efficient way of using up a mix of coping, leftovers 
and rubble.  The most important aspect is the cover as this will hold the top of the wall together even if 
the coping becomes displaced.  In this respect you are just finding a good, efficient way of piling your 
left over stone on the finished wall to gain a bit of extra height in a way that will hopefully last. 
 
In the photo the rubble is set to one side of the wall (the lower uphill side) as is often the case for 
standard coping (see last issue) with the `back` subsequently wedged. 
 
There are of course many other variations and types of coping regionalised or local.  One method I 
particularly like is a variation on castellated/buck & doe, as seen on the cover and found along the 
Ffestiniog Railway (I have also seen similar but not as extensive on Saddleworth Moor, Pennines).  
Here a great deal of height is gained through extra tall copes.  It does however tend to be a little 
fragile as the does are a bit too small.  Interestingly around Blaenau Ffestiniog you can find a more 
formalised version where roofing slates are used as the bucks, in some instances with their corners 
cut at diagonals.  Must remember to take a photo one day. 
 
Anyway coping could go on forever so unless you have specific questions about specific types of 
coping Masterclass will leave the subject there for the time being.  
 
Sean Adcock 

 

Rogues Gallery 
 
In a short respite from the A55 we have this entranceway near Betws yn Rhos.  Stones should be set 
level, small stones/pins should not be structural, stone should grade from large to small as you go up 
the wall.  Most wallers save their best for entranceways, I`d be interested to the creator of this at their 
worst! 

It takes all sorts. 
 
A couple of issues  back www looked at U Tube.  Somewhere in the first 10 results for “Dry Stone 
Walling” you will find Christy Moore singing “January man"...  Why, oh why, oh why?  
 
When I was researching “DSW” Jacqui Simkins then DSWA secretary, said something along the 
lines of if you get to the North of Scotland Dave Goulder will put you up, he likes whisky.  She 
didn`t mention that he had a British Rail Signalbox in his Garden, driveway marked by an old silver 
painted motorbyke, was friends with Chris Bonnington, would later feature in a dry stone walling 
video illustrating the building of Scottish Single Dykes thought the medium of the potato, goes to 
work on a motorbike.... 
 
He does like whisky but he shared.  Glad I provided a good `un!  I was also dragged off one evening 
to a part of a folk festival, where he was performing.  I have met some characters over the years, so 
far Dave takes the prize for being the most larger than life.  Oh yes, he wrote “January Man”. 
Ed 
 
Unlike most of my DSWA contemporaries I actually started my working life doing stonework.  At fifteen 
I was dressing up sandstone for ornamental dry stone walls.  This was for a landscaping firm that my 
father worked for, but I couldn’t see any future in this seemingly dead-end job.  Who would want to do 
that for a career?  The railway offered better prospects: mostly more money, so I became a 
locomotive fireman with the anticipated promotion to driver in a year or ten.  Job for life, they said. 
 
The night shift was a bit dull, hanging about waiting to ‘be required’ so I taught myself to play Spanish 
guitar and waited for Lonnie Donegan to abdicate.  I would then emerge as the ‘Singing Stoker’ when 
steam gave way to diesel.  Unfortunately the latter proceeded the former, and I found myself stranded 
between careers. 
 
One of the advantages of being a railway worker had been the free rail passes, and I’d used these to 
discover the pleasures and challenges of mountaineering, mostly in the Highlands of Scotland.  Still 
waiting for Lonnie’s demise I focussed my sights on displacing Chris Bonington and Tom Patey as the 
next ‘tiger of the high tops’ and went to live in Achnashellach (the field of the willows) in Wester Ross 
to work for the Scottish Youth Hostel Association.  I lasted for four years before a landslide hit the 
wooden building and left me homeless and jobless again.  Undaunted I moved further north to 
Torridon to open the first independent hostel on the Scottish mainland, and Messrs Bonington and 
Patey took full advantage of ‘Goulder’s cheap doss’.  Tom was killed in a fall in 1970 but Chris is still a 
good friend – and I never did replace him (but on our last walk together I actually got in front). 
 
The landlords of my Torridon business were the National Trust for Scotland, and our unconventional 
lifestyle did not suit their tweedy image of the ’70s, so after six years, renewal of the lease was not 
forthcoming.  Homeless and job less yet again, so move further north. 
 
I was offered a croft on a remote peninsula in the Gairloch area and the ruined buildings gave me the 
chance to hone my stone skills. I set about the rebuilding of first the house, then the walls, all still 
subsidised by performing and writing music, though it was frustrating to have to keep leaving the 
project to earn money. 
 
I quickly realised I did not know enough about the craft and enrolled on a dyking course run by the 
Agricultural Training Board.  The tutor was Frank Main from Dunecht in Aberdeenshire and he 
became my mentor, until June 1975 when my house was burned to the ground by an arsonist.  
Homeless and jobless once more! 
 
I moved even further north, to Rosehall in Sutherland.  I’d been commuting there for a month or two 
building a wall for a colonel who had promoted Idi Amin to sergeant.  Now I was able to concentrate  



on stone work to earn a living, without having to keep dashing south for music gigs.   I joined the 
DSWA in 1981, having taken over from Frank Main as Highland Instructor for the ATB the previous 
year, and became a Master Craftsman in 1982. 
 
The Highlands and Islands is a vast and varied area.  As an instructor I found myself in all sorts of 
wild and wonderful places, and discovering different vernacular style of construction, all of which I had 
to master if I was to have any credibility with the local population.  I had to deal with two metres high 
Galloway dykes, massive fieldstone ‘singles’ and turf and boulder ‘growing’ walls.  |I had to show how 
to build on ‘bottomless’ peat beds, and rebuild slipways and sea walls, facing an unfriendly tide.  All 
this travelling and tuition was done using one of my trusty MZ motor cycles carrying just hammers and 
string and a load of DSWA literature. 
In 1984 I toured in the USA as a musician and was persuaded to do a walling demonstration in 
Vermont and that’s where I first met Dan Snow.  We’ve been trespassing one each other’s patches 
ever since.  (I still offer instruction courses all over the USA while his back’s turned.) 
 
I never toppled Donegan or Bonington, and now there’s Dan Snow.  Will I never be a super-star in any 
field? 
 
There’s still one chance though.  A few years ago I started playing the Jew’s harp, an instrument that 
does have a few virtuosi but I defy the man in the street to name one.  This could be it!  Watch this 
space... 
 
Dave Goulder 

 

Coedydd Aber National Nature Reserve 
 
Coedydd Aber is a National Nature Reserve (NNR) managed by the countryside Council for Wales 
(CCW) in partnership with the University of Wales Bangor, the Forestry Commission for Wales, and 
the National Trust.  
 
The Abergwyngregyn partnership 
have been actively involved in 
promoting the whole valley 
including the NNR.  Noteworthy 
projects include access 
management, heritage projects and 
the creation of a community centre 
and café in the village of Aber. 
 
Acid grassland as found on the 
open pastures of the NNR, have 
been grazed by sheep, ponies and 
probably cattle (in the past).  Today 
they are predominantly grazed by 
sheep and occasionally ponies.  
These open pastures are features 
of Coedydd Aber NNR and they 
coexist with the more threatened 
and rarer semi-natural broadleaved woodland, 
notably Oak and Ash.  Together they create a 
diversity of habitat, which benefits wildlife. 
 
The semi-natural broadleaved woodland is found mainly on the western side of the Aber Valley, 
where the whole of the flank of the valley is covered in a mixture of mature sessile oak, with a grassy  

field layer. There are also significant stands of Ash, indicating the less acidic nature of the soils in 
some locations, in flushes on the steeper slopes of the valley. Another woodland habitat is the alder 
woodland, which is mainly found on the wetter soils. Management of these woodlands involves a 
combination of both sheep grazing.  In those areas where tree regeneration is required sheep are 
excluded but elsewhere grazing benefits the ground flora and lichens living on the trees and forest 
floor. 
 
In the Alder woodland areas ensuring the survival of mature alder trees is done through the traditional 
management practice of coppicing. At Aber, the cut timber has been used for the production of 
charcoal. 
 
The site, and in particular the falls has been recognized as a ‘beauty spot’ for what appears to be an 
eternity. Collections of Caernarfonshire prints show that many of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century artists depicted the same scenes which were published in different media by the engravers 
and lithographers. The same outstanding landscape features, especially the waterfall, continue to 
attract visitors and data collected from people counters show that in excess of 100,000 visit the site 
per annum. The site itself is very accessible to walkers of all abilities, within easy walking distance of 
the main A55 trunk road, adjacent to the village of Abergwyngregyn. 
 
Because of its long history and recognition as National Nature Reserve, great care is required in the 
management of the site. Where appropriate, CCW attempts to complement the conservation, 
landscape and historical features of the site, with traditional style ‘furniture’, e.g. metal gates, stiles 
and slate pillar fences as found on the original landowning estate. Examples are seen in the form of 
the wrought iron style self –closing gate and fence at the base of the falls, on the main access track, 
and also the stone walls alongside the metal gates between the cottage and the main falls. 

 
 
Within the stone walled enclosures traditional wrought iron style gates have been installed to enable 
grazing to be excluded for a period during the summer so that a crop of hay can be harvested. The 
aim of this is to remove nutrients from the soils, and as a result it is hoped that there will be a more 
herb-rich pasture. Such pasture will benefit wildlife, as well as being aesthetically pleasing. 
 

It could be said that there is a whole 
package of aims in the management of 
this part  
of the NNR – improving the aesthetic 
appearance, improving the wildlife 
quality, improving access, all providing a 
better visitor experience. All gates are 
designed to provide access to visitors of 
a variety of abilities from the 
experienced walker, to those with 
various degrees of physical mobility 
constraints. 
 
All the metal gates providing access to 
the fields and elsewhere and the 
stonewalls have been erected by local 
craftsmen (the gates made by Neville 
Morris, Ancestral Metal and the walls by 
J T Morris & son and Sean Adcock.). All 
such structures aim to reflect the long 
history of management of the land by 
traditional methods. 

 

      Section of wall completed by Sean Adcock 

Erecting slate pillar fencing  



The Countryside Council for 
Wales is the statutory adviser to 
the government on sustaining 
natural beauty, wildlife and the 
opportunity for outdoor 
enjoyment throughout Wales 
and its inshore waters.  With 
English Nature and Scottish 
Natural Heritage, CCW delivers 
its statutory responsibilities for 
Great Britain as a whole, and 
internationally through the Joint 
Nature Conservation 
Committee. 
 
Emyr Humphreys (Warden) 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Letter from America 
 
Following a look at the website of the Dry Stone Conservancy (DSC) in the last “Stonechat” I 
asked Neil Rippingale, Scot, Master Craftsman and DSC Training Program Manager, how he 
became involved with DSC.  Neil will be known to many through his work building Dry stone 
structures/sculptures on the Edinburgh Roundabouts and also as the waller on the first project to 
receive a DSWA Pinnacle Award The Harris Blackhouse (mentioned in more detail elsewhere in 
this issue).  
Ed. 
 
  
In the beginning of October, 2000 two representatives from the Dry Stone Conservancy (DSC) visited 
the DSWA of GB. They spent some time talking with Paul Webley (then SWA Chairman) and Jacqui 
Simkins (then DSWA secretary) asking who would be suitable Master Craftsmen that would be 
interested in working in the USA on a number of varied projects. They were given a list of 
approximately 12 or so Masters who had experience of working overseas and that would also be a 
good ambassador for the craft and the DSWA.  
 
During a hectic schedule and many miles of travel they visited Master Craftsmen up and down the 
length of GB, meeting with the wallers/ dykers/ stonemasons looking at their work and asking them 
various questions relevant to their trade.  
 
I received a phone message from Paul telling me about the interviews and returned the call to say that 
in a week I would be leaving for the Western Isles to work with my team of lads for 2 weeks.  
 
Jacqui called next as the DSC representatives were staying with her at that time.  

Jane Wooley (Program Manager for the DSC and a Registered Landscape Architect).and her Mum 
were scheduled to meet with me the day before my departure 7th.  By the time they arrived having 
travelled around 400 miles I only had to Edinburgh, 90 minutes to speak with them. I recall Jane 
asking some incredibly good questions which made me realize instantly, that this young lady knew 
what she was talking about.  
 
I was asked the same questions as all the other Master Craftsmen, what was my experience? Who 
trained me? What was my availability? What was my fee? What kind of projects would I be interested 
in? and would I like the opportunity to come work in Kentucky for a duration?  
 
Several weeks passed with no contact until I received a questionnaire, this time through the mail. It 

had similar questions to the ones I 
was asked previously but this time 
requesting a small sample of 
pictures/portfolio etc.  
 
Several months passed and for some 
strange reason Jane found out that I 
was coming to work in Seattle for 2 
weeks, in early February 2001. This 
was a project that Nick Aitken had 
requested me to help with.  
 
So needless to say correspondence 
was going back and forward between 
Jane and myself.  Jane asked if I 
would be interested in carrying out a 
consultancy with her on the 
Chesapeake & Ohio Canal in 
Washington D.C. on my return flight 
back to Scotland. This would only take 
3 days out of my schedule so it was 
all arranged.   Jane picked me up at 

Reagan Airport as planned and we went directly to the site only minutes away.  
 
We met with National Park Service representatives and once again I was very impressed at the detail 
Jane went in to. As a Registered Landscape Architect, Jane had the ability to read drawings and 
speak the language, which was a big eye opener to me. I had never met a female that knew so much 
about stone work, that (I respectfully suggest) would put some Wallers/Dykers to shame. Little did I 
know at this time that it would take another two years for this particular project to come to fruition.  
During my short time with Jane in Washington D.C. she commented on the various Craftsmen that 
she had been in contact with and that were scheduled to work in Kentucky later that year. I mentioned 
that I would be going back to Seattle in the summer time to work with Nick again. I could see her mind 
work from a business point of view, here was another opportunity to get a Master Craftsmen from 
Great Britain over with very little expense to the business.  
 
It was the intention of the DSC initially to bring Master Craftsmen across to work in Kentucky on 
rotation. This would help the craft come back to life in Kentucky and share the knowledge of so many 
to the new trainees in Kentucky. At first this was a great idea but it became a very expensive business 
with all the flights and problematic to get the commitment of the Master's for lengthy projects. On 
longer projects, it was very important to have continuity in the person in charge, establishing contacts 
with the Inspectors from the local Transportation Cabinet, haulage Contractor's and rental companies.  
 
 
 

Retaining Wall Chesapeake and Ohio District Canal 
National Historic Park, 2003. 
Reproduced courtesy of DSC. 

Example of gate made by Nev Morris 



Rebuilt stone abutment, Bennetts Mill Bridge. 
Reproduced courtesy of DSC. 

           Kentucky Stone Conservancy Volunteer Workshop 2007 
                                 Reproduced courtesy of DSC. 

During my first visit to Kentucky it was a learning experience indeed, with the incredible humidity 
during the summer, 100 degree F temperatures, poison ivy, poison oak, snakes, something that is 
part of the package today.  Since then, you can add Black Bear, sub zero temperatures and incredible 
mileages to travel in this vast country, I should add that there are some amazing scenery in to the 
bargain and some lovely people along the way with similar passions for stone and rock. 
 
Within my first 2 weeks in Kentucky I was asked if I would like to return to take charge of a local 
project, this time on a small retaining wall in Lexington, scheduled for around 4 weeks later. I 
accepted and completed the project in a timely scale.  
 
While I was supposed to be taking time off, Jane would highjack me to look at Covered Bridges 
throughout Kentucky.  There was method in her madness as the DSC has been selected to rebuild 
the stone work on six Bridges over several years. Oh yes, I did get paid for the consultancy, it was a 
voluntary highjack you could say.  
 
Yet again, I was asked if I could take charge of another retaining wall in Northern Kentucky.  It was 
almost like a working interview, assessing how I could navigate through this incredibly big country, 
working with large track excavators, Skidsteer Bobcats, backhoe excavators, building with various 
type's of stone, training new potential wallers, working to plans, tool and equipment maintenance..... 
 
At this stage I had worked 3 times within 6 months for the DSC. In addition trying to keep my small 
business going in Scotland. Now things were becoming more serious with the offer now to work on a 
project that would take 2 years to complete with 25 wallers/stone masons. I decided to take the offer 
and become a full time staff member, which involved the legal process of Work Visa etc. This was 
only valid for 3 years, during which time it was expected to have a couple of Masters qualified and 
trained. 
 
Work commenced on the big project and 
before too long Supervisors had been trained 
to take charge in my absence and Jane was 
able to organise other projects to run at the 
same time.  These included a 10 week project 
on a Covered Bridge and later a 16 week 
project in Washington D.C.  This was a 16 
foot high retaining wall [see earlier photo] on 
the towpath of the canal, the very project that 
Jane and I had carried out the consultancy on 
for the National Park Service, nearly two 
years earlier.  
 
The years were passing so quickly and my 3 
year work visa was just about to expire.  I 
guess my value to the organisation must have 
meant something because I was offered 
another 3 years of work. You can only apply 
for a 3 year work visa's twice with my current 
one expires this year.  
 
During my time with the DSC I have had some incredible opportunities, working at the Grand Canyon, 
visiting more than 27 different States, winning prestigious awards and gaining so much respect from 
the people that I work with closely every day.  
 
To date [November 2007] this year, I have trained over 240 people, conducted 20 work shops/ 
training courses, worked over 2,300 hours, travelled 30,000 road miles and taken 45 different flights, 
both transatlantic and domestic. I organised our annual Walling Competition, which brought in 35  

competitors from 11 different States. Their combined mileage of travel to get to the competition was 
13,000 miles and of course their return home was the same, totalling 26,000 miles, more than the 
distance around the Equator. 
 

Each year I like to 
arrange for a DSWA 
Master Craftsman to 
Judge our Competition. 
During this time the 
Master will help me 
instruct on workshops/ 
training courses and I 
try my best to get 
someone different each 
time so that the trainees 
get a chance to hear 
from another qualified 
professional.  
 
In addition with the help 
of Stephen Harrison as 
a DSWA examiner we 
examined 18 
candidates for DSC & 
DSWA Certification 
which of course some 
failed and some 
passed.  

 
All in all, a typical year in the life of the current Training Program Manager for the DSC!  For more 
information, please check us out on www.Drystone.org  
 
Neil Rippingale.  
 
All photographs have been reproduced from www.drystone.org with the kind permission of The Dry 
Stone Conservancy, and remain their copyright. 
 
 

Rock Fences of the Bluegrass 
 
I`m frequently asked for information on the history of walling in Britain in general and North Wales in 
particular.  It`s about the only time I wish I was American they have so many books of this type, well 3 
or 4 compared to zero here.  Not only is “Rock fences of the Bluegrass”  the best titled book on 
walling ever, it is one of the most informative, masses of information and chockablock full of  photos.  
Why can`t we have a British book that has an appendix with over 1000 names of those masons who 
have worked in a specific area within the last couple of hundred years.  You often hear it said on this 
side of the pond that America has little history, well in some respects they put us to shame, at least 
they seem to care about the history that they do have. 
 
Maintaining the Kentucky theme I thought we ought to hear a little about this book which was 
intoduced to whilst researching “Dry stone walling”, by Nick Aitken who I have asked for a few 
comments.... 
Ed 



In July 1993 I struggled, in 100-degree heat, from the bus station in Lexington Kentucky up to the 
University, entered the Geography department and asked to see the author of ‘Rock Fences of the 
Bluegrass’. 
 
It is typical of the generosity and patience of the authors that they chauffeured me round the drystone 
fences of the Bluegrass for the next two days.  As a bonus during my stay I found myself the sole 
occupant of a student residency tower block, the block across the way was full of a cheerleaders’ 
convention.  I was there for the walls. 
 
We hear much of the drystone walls of New England but the drystone heritage of Kentucky and other 
southern states is less well known. 
 
In 1990 a 42-page booklet, The Stone Fences of Fayette County , highlighted the need to protect 
and preserve the local limestone walls from further deterioration.  

 
In 1992 Rock Fences of the Bluegrass  was published, 
the result of four years of research by Karl Reitz, a 
professor of Geography and Caroline Murray-Wooley an 
architectural historian.  Their attention to detail and 
academic ability for research produced a stunning book 
giving in fine detail the development of drystone fences 
and their iconic presence in the landscape.  The book is 
well illustrated and gives many examples of the different 
walling styles and special features.   
 
The various appendix and bibliography are a fascinating 
resource for anyone interested in the history of 
stonework. 
 
This book is only one of a handful that treats stone walls 
as architecture.  There are many ‘how to’ books, some 
giving horrendous advice, and many accounts of the 
drystone walling which treat it as ‘’a dying art on the 
edge of extinction - but here is a retired civil servant or 
buxom blonde who is the hope for its continuation.’’  
These can be dismissed as entertainment.  
 
Rock Fences of the  Bluegrass  is a combination of 
social history, economics and art, it recognises that 
walls are an important element in the landscape and 

worthy of recognition, it pleads for their preservation.   
 
Partly as a result of this book the Drystone Conservancy was formed in 1996.  Since then the 
Kentucky state government has taken action to record, preserve and protect their drystone heritage.  
We should petition our own governments to follow this example. 
 
Bibliography; 
The Stone Fences of Fayette County  published by the Lexington- Fayette Urban County 
Government, Lexington, Kentucky, 1990.   
 
Rock Fences of the Bluegrass , Carolyn Murray-Wooley and Karl Raitz, The University Press of 
Kentucky, 1992.  ISBN 0-8131-1762-3 
 
Nick Aitken 

 

Tigh dubh  - Blackhouse  
 
In 1993 Neil Rippingale built what is thought to be the first new Blackhouse to be built in Britain since 
the 19th century, at Scaristavore on Harris (that is the southern portion of the Outer Hebridean Island 
of Lewis).  This project became the recipient of the first ever DSWA Pinnacle Award, and is currently 
self-catering holiday accommodation (www.borvemor.zetnet.co.uk/blackhouse.html) 
 
Blackhouses are dry stone houses with thatched roofs, vaguely similar to the Welsh long house, 
although generally lower and usually without a gable, ie “hip ended” as shown below.  They are long 
and thin, only one room wide.  Externally they are generally around 6m wide and anything up to 3 
times as long. 
 

Distributed 
throughout the 
highlands and 
islands they were 
still in use in the 
Outer Hebrides 
relatively recently 
(mid 1970s), with 
the island of 
Lewis/Harris in 
effect their modern 
stronghold.  There 
are of course 
regional variations 
in type however 
subtle, even 
between those on 
Lewis and Harris. 
 
 

Fenton in “The 
Island Blackhouse” 
says that western 

Lewis Blackhouses of the late 19th Century had a parallel barn as shown (below), earlier they would 
have had maybe a third parallel row of buildings, with the central row being the accommodation and 
byre. 
 
As a rule they have one central door.  To one side of 
this you find the living accommodation, to the other a 
cattle byre.  The living space with its stone slab floor 
could be a single room or further divided into general 
living room and sleeping quarters.  Generally if there 
were windows these were small glazed apertures in 
the thatch.  There would be a peat fire on floor in 
centre of `living room` kept going 24 hours a day.  As 
there was no chimney smoke escaped by permeating 
the thatch. 
 
The name “Blackhouse”, however, doesn’t come from 
the muggy black atmosphere of the peat smoke, or 
because of the lack of windows.  It could conceivably  

                       A privately restored Blackhouse Museum, Skye 



result from the fact that “the Gaelic for thatch is 'Tughadh' while black is 'dubh'.   It is sometimes 
suggested that said quickly these two words could sound very similar and so the proper 'thatched 
house' could easily become 'black house'” (http://minchviews.blogspot.com).  The more likely 
explanation is that the second half of the nineteenth century saw he introduction of  thinner lime 
mortared walls in house construction on the islands.  These usually lime-washed houses became 
known as “white houses” and the older traditional houses became blackhouses almost by default. 
 
The walls are generally no more than 5 or 6 feet high and usually as wide as they are tall.  The fill 
includes soil/peat to provide added protection from the wind and cold.   “Later examples... were built 
with an external batter that gave a top width of 1.1m” (Fenton p27).  The walls had niches built into 
them for storage, and sometimes these were large enough to sleep in (normally only in older 
blackhouses). 
 
The ends/corners are usually rounded.  It is usually said that this is somehow due to the wind.  The 
curved ends of the thatch would undoubtedly give added stability in high winds, as well as being a 
practical approach to basic construction (i.e. it would be hard to do corners).  To me it seems likely 
that the shape of the walls mirror the roof rather than vice versa, the shape can do little to aid stability 
in the wind.  There is also the practical consideration that rounded ends do not require quoins.  Neil 
explains “the stone is so damned hard to dress in to right angles, hence what ever little right angled 
stone [is used] for doors and windows”.  He also related a local folklore that suggests they are 
rounded since the Devil can't hide around a round corner.  This said there are examples where the 
walls have right-angled corners whilst the roof remains rounded.  This occurs most notably where 
there is a ledge around the top of the wall. 
 

 
Historic Scotland reconstructed No 42 Arnol on Lewis, in the early 1970s.  Now a museum, it is the 
main subject of  Fenton`s booklet .  Pre restoration photos of the same dwelling from the 60s clearly 
show such a ledge. 
 
Photos of several of the restored blackhouses of the “blackhouse village” Gearrannan (Garenin) on 
Lewis show similar if less pronounced ledges than the one at Arnol 
(www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk/lewis/gearrannan/index.html).  Since 1989 Urras nan Gearrannan 
(the Garenin Trust) has been painstakingly restoring the once derelict blackhouses essentially as 
tourist accomodation (the interiors have been modernised) and a museum.  The photos show some 
blackhouses with gables. 
 
Fenton suggests the ledge served a double purpose partly facilitating thatch removal/repair, 
(traditionally the thatch was removed annually and used as a fertiliser, the smoke saturation having 
increased its ammonia content.)  More interestingly he argues that “water shed from the roof 
percolates through the core, helping to improve its insulating qualities in relation to both cold and 
wind” (p.11) (How this works with “wall beds” is not made clear).  Whilst the idea of allowing walls to 
be damp might seem counter intuitive it is not a mythical isolated idea.  Sally Hodgson (Derbyshire 
professional and DSWA member) studied dry stone houses built in South West Norway in the early 
1900s, as part of a Churchill Fellowship.  She confirms “the roofs I saw finished in line with wall middle  

to allow moisture to trickle through the packing in the cavity and the wall open to the weather the 
stones tilt slightly outwards to shed water, and there are no gutters of course.  In the cavity are balls of 
peat and moss are kept swollen with moisture hence acting as a draught excluder.”  Neil suggests 
that even those without ledges have balls of moss and peat within the walls which would be kept 
moist through penetration of wind blown rain (the severity of which on Harris I am led to believe, has 
to be experienced to be believed).  Despite the driving rain and the rough nature of construction (Neil 
points out this is due to the nature of the stone and the lack of modern tools, adding “I 'm not saying 
that they didn't have tools but they were great believers in using what you had available with minimum 
fuss”),  Neil suggests that there would have been little damp penetration to the interior given the vast 
thickness of the walls coupled with the fact that the peat fire was traditionally kept on 24 hours a day. 
 
Being a modern structure building regulations came into play with the Scaristavore Blackhouse.  Here 
the walls were nearly 4 feet thick without peat,or soil.  Instead they incorporated Tyvec,  a commonly  
used building material to allow air to travel through, yet no water, normally used as the “felt” under 
roofing slates. Neil explains “this was integrated  through out the centre of the walls on two sides. The 
other two walls , we used visqueen lining, a heavy duty plastic which would keep out moisture 
[normally used as an under floor damp proof course]. It was thought to use this on all 4 walls would 
cause a certain amount of condensation, hence the use of Tyvec.” 
 
The Scandanavian connection does not necessarily end with peat in the walls.  There are several 
references to blackhouses having originated from the Vikings and being based on the Viking 
longhouse.  Now these have many known variations, some of which even included stone (they are 
essentially wooden and hence in no way rounded).  However they were inevitably “aisled” i.e rooms 
either side of a central corridor.  I suppose that as their name suggests they are essentially 
rectangular, as are blackhouses, a lozenge is after all essentially rectangular.  Personally I’m still to 
be convinced. 
 
Building regulations or their equivalent seems to have always afflicted the blackhouse.  Landowners 
frequently tried to impose modernisation with varying degrees of success, such as creating divisions 
between house and byre, separating living and sleeping rooms, incorporating windows etc..   Fenton 
points out that in 1893 the Lewis District Committee required the separation of house and byre by a 
wall with no internal communication yet by 1947 an estimated 40% of Lewis blackhouses were still of 

the traditional layout.  In 
addition there were 
constraints against stripping 
the roof and the introduction 
of chimneys. 
 
The Scaristavore Blackhouse 
given modern regulations 
had to have a chimney, 
unavoidable if you’re going to 
have a fire but I feel 
somehow detracting from the 
aesthetic flow of the 
Blackhouse shape.  It is 
however dry stone and its 
exact construction interested 
me so I asked Neil who 
explains “The chimney was 
built dry and built as we call it 

a Bell shaped gable to add 
strength to the prevailing S.W. 
Winds and rain coming in 
from the Atlantic. Within the  

Blackhouse ,Scaristavore, Isle of Harris  
Photo courtesy of DSWA. 
http://www.dswa.org.uk/Awards/award_pinnacle_awards.htm 



chimney stonework we had a Isokern flue liner which was surrounded by mica.  The Isokern flue liners 
were in 2 feet lengths and had male and female ends to give a secure fit and added strength to the 
flue, plus making it all fire proof.”   Fire regulations meant it had to project 2 feet above the rye thatch, 
which was treated, with a fire retardant.  The stove the chimney serves is used for cooking as well as 
heating, runs on peat logs and coal.  It sits on a large slate roughly 5 feet by 3 feet and had the name 
of everyone involved in the major build of the house, engraved on it.  A nice touch. 
 
As a final thought No.42 Arno has a series of 4 protruding slabs, similar to a step stile, built into one 
wall to enable access to the ledge.  There is a good photo in the booklet, and one of the ledge pre-
restoration.  I would have loved to have shown them here but the nice people at Historic Scotland 
wanted around £100 for reproduction rights tripling the current print-run’s production costs. 
 
Sean Adcock 
  
 Thanks to Sally and Neil for their patience and help. 
References “The Island Blackhouse”, R.Fenton, Historic Scotland. 1995 

 
WWW. – World wide walling  
 
Nowhere is safe.  Former branch member Kathryn Hewitt, now living in Northumberland has been 
cajouled into contributing the following as she awaits the very imminent arrival of Hewitt jnr 
Ed. 
 
www.uponastone.com 
 
This website is about a research project into Australian dry stone walls which resulted in an exhibition 
and the founding of the Dry Stone Walling Association of Australia. There is a good description of the 
aims of the project, a very brief history of dry stone walls in Australia and a photo gallery. There is 
also a list of where the exhibition will be -but it finished some years ago so this isn’t very useful! 
 
The research aims sound very interesting but none of the actual research is given so the site is 
redundant now the exhibition is finished. The concept of researching the history of walling in the 
country and the culture and social aspects of walling sounds fascinating but unfortunately none of the 
results are on the website. All the website does is list the aims and ideas of the project and put up a 
photo gallery. Again the gallery is tantalising as there are a lot of interesting looking pictures (as well 
as some not very good ones) but no information is given about any of them. 
 
The main use of this website is to lead you to the DSWAA website which is more current and useful. 
 
www.dswaa.org.au 
 
The Dry stone walling association of Australia was set up as a result of the research project ‘a stone 
upon a stone’ in 2002. The website is well set out and easy to navigate as well as explaining the 
associations aims and activities very clearly. The organisation has clear and ambitious aims to 
promote the importance of walling both historically and in trying to develop practical walling skills. 
They are involved in  surveying existing walls and promoting their importance and have a small 
training programme. They also have a register of Australian wallers.  
 
The website gives the impression of a small organisation but one that is enthusiastic and committed to 
promoting walling in Australia. They have a gallery of photos which are much better pictures of walls 
than the previous site but still have no explanation of where they are and whether they are due to be 
rebuilt or are interesting examples of local styles.  

 
 
It will be interesting to see how the organisation grows and whether more information about specific 
walling styles and regions is given as time goes on.  

 
Kathryn Hewitt 

 
 
Well its taken so lng to get this into 
print that Arran Jay Hewitt arrived on 
March 5th weighing in at 8lb 8oz. 
 
 
Congratulations and good luck from 
us all 
 
Sean 
 

 
 

Photo of what appears to be a single wall, Camperdown, Victoria. 
From the site`s Photo Gallery.  Reproduced without any kind of 
permission, sorry. 



Minutes of AGM held 24 th October 2007.  
 
 
People present: Craig Evans (chair), Jonathan Moore (secretary), Arwel Huws, Gareth Pritchard, 
Sean Adcock, Alaw Jones, Gwenan Edwards (treasurer). 
 
The chairman thanked the members for attending, and received apologies for absences. It was also 
noted that Mr Watkin Evans of Llanrwst and Gordon Cathwood of Holywell had passed away during 
the year. 
 
Apologies: David Sayn, Richard Jones, Colin Slater, David Beasley, Geraint Evans. 
 
Branch subscriptions: Sean proposed that we charge £5/yr for Branch Supporters who would not have 
any voting rights but could attend meetings and receive Stonechat magazine.   
It was passed that General branch membership (inc national subs of £20) would be £30/yr due to be 
paid Jan 2008. 
 
Change of Constitution: The change of constitution and giving up the branch charitable status was 
discussed.  It was unanimously agreed that we would give up the branch charitable status. 
 
Treasurers Report:  2007 Year end accounts were passed around.  It was agreed that we would need 
to increase branch funds this year in order to continue.  Jonathan reported that because of the change 
in constitution the cheque book and bank account would need to be changed to N.Wales Branch of 
G.B DSWA. 
 
Cerrig show competition: It was agreed that in order for the competition to continue sponsorship would 
be needed to help fund the 2008 competition.   
 
Training Days: Jonathan proposed that we charge £80 per person for a 2 day walling course. 
 
Taster Days: It was agreed that the branch would run taster days in 2008.  Sean and Gareth to run 
one in N.West and Craig and Arwel to run one in N.East at a cost of £10 per person. 
 
Election of Officers:  
Chairman: Craig Evans (nominated by Gareth Pritchard) 
Secretary: Jonathan Moore (nominated by Craig Evans) 
Assistant secretary: Arwel Huws (nominated by Craig Evans) 
Treasurer: Gwenan Edwards (nominated by Arwel Huws) 
Branch representative: Gareth Pritchard (nominated by Jonathan Moore) 
 
2008 Meetings: It was agreed to have 3 branch meetings next year spring, summer and autumn.  
Autumn meeting to include AGM (29th October 2008)  
 

 
 
 
 

Diary 
 
This magazine normally comes out partly to remind y ou that there`s a 
Branch meeting, only for a number of reasons the Ma rch meeting has had 
to be cancelled so..... 
 
11th June Branch Meeting, White Lion, Cerrig y Drudion,  7.30pm 
   Speaker to be confirmed 
5th July  Taster Day, Blaen y Nant Nant Ffrancon, Beth esda. 
    Contact Sean  
12th July, Taster Day, NE Wales somewhere! 
    Contact Craig 
26/27th July Training Course NE Wales somewhere. 
    Contact Craig 
29th October AGM, details to be confirmed. 

 
Contacts 
    Committee 

 
Craig Evans (Chairman) Tel:  01824 750650  
Llwyn Bresych, Clawdd Newydd, Ruthin.  LL15 2NF 
Tcskills@fsmail.net 
Jonathan Moore (Secretary) Tel:  01492 576952  
Tyn Lon, Llechwedd, Conwy, LL32 8LJ 
Mooresmasonry@aol.com 
 
 
 

    Stonechat Editor 
 
Sean Adcock Tel:  01286 871275 
2 Bryn Eithin, Waen, Penisarwaen, Caernarfon, Gwynedd, LL55 3PW 
sean@stonewaller.freeserve.co.uk 
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