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A jam packed bumper edition, and as promised a bit of an Irish special.  Thanks to Dave Perry whom I 
“met” on the DSWA website discussion page and duly conscripted.  He’s now moved to Whitby, I shall 
give him time to settle, but I feel A Yorkshire special coming on.  Special thanks go to Des Lavelle 
who responded so quickly to my email and gave permission to use photos from his excellent book 
“The Skellig Story”, if only everyone was so co-operative.I should like to point out that I’m not picking 
on Pat McAfee or Thames & Hudson, after all why should they be bothered with such a petty 
publication as this.   
 
We now have 3 articles part way through, goodness knows how big this edition would have been 
otherwise.  It does make the next edition easier to produce, as well as ensuring you re-join if you want 
to see them finish….  They should be joined by a feature piece on the works of American Master 
craftsman Dan Snow.  The Masterclass series looks like one that might run and run 
 
There’s also a “Branch Round-up” section at the back to keep members and supporters abreast of 
activities, now we actually have a programme. 
 
The cover photo is of the Aran Islands © D.Perry. 
 
Sean 
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Well folks, happy New Year and welcome to the first 2009 edition of Stonechat.  You will notice that 
Sean is not only our Stonechat editor but also, for his sins, our new Branch Secretary, but 
unfortunately you still have to put up with the ramblings of the same old Branch Chairman! 

 
We finally held our AGM in December after our original 
date was cancelled due to bad weather.  I would like to 
thank everyone who attended and showed their 
support.  I would also like to take this opportunity to 
thank Jonathan Moore who stood down as Branch 
Secretary; we very much appreciate the time he has put 
in to keeping the branch going over the last few years. 
Sean Adcock has now taken on this post and it is with 
new found enthusiasm and vigour we face the next 
year.  This year we hope to have a full and varied 
events programme in place, so please keep a check on 
the events calendar and try to support the branch in as 
many events as you can.  Any help and support in any 
of these events would be much appreciated. 
 
As it’s a new year it’s subscription time again.  Prompt 
payment would be greatly appreciated and will help us 
to plan for the year ahead.  Why not save yourself the  

The new secretary getting ideas above his station? 
Seated in a carved stone chair, variations on which 
can be found at a number of amphitheatres in 
Greece, this one is near the Theatre of Dionysus 
on the slopes of the Parthenon in Athens. 
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postage and bring your subs along to the next branch meeting!  The next meeting will be held on the 
18th March at 7:30pm at The Bryn Tyrch, with a guest speaker from the North Wales Search and 
Rescue Dog Association. I am sure it will prove to be a very interesting and informative evening.  The 
Bryn Tyrch will be serving food on the evening and will be open from 6pm, so why not bring along 
your friends and make a night of it!  
 
That’s all from me, but feel free to contact our new secretary with any problems, suggestions or 
queries you may have about the branch – we are here to serve you! (For those of you who don’t know 
him Sean is the shy, quiet one who is very good at diplomacy!) 
 
Craig     
 

ROGUES GALLERY 

 
 
I’m indebted to Ray Guthrie for this photo of a garden wall (roadside) near Treflach, south of 
Oswestry.  I’ll leave you to decide what’s wrong with it, if you’re short of time just decide what’s right! 
Ray says the wall was built by the householder who claimed to be a DSWA member.  I hope I’m not 
upsetting anyone by including it, although there is no-one from that neck of the woods currently on my 
mailing list. 
This is perhaps a problem in criticising walls, you don’t know who built them.  No I’m not so much 
concerned about upsetting people I might know, rather who is to criticise what people get up to in their 
own time in their own home, so to speak?  Does it matter that something is built badly if someone has 
done it themselves?  This is often the case with farm walls, shouldn’t we congratulate the farmer for 
having a go?  Then again what if they are claiming a grant?  It can be a tangled web.  Does it matter if 
a DSWA member builds like this for free at home?  It is perhaps more of a worry that they haven’t 
asked for help or advice, or that we haven’t quite got the message across. 
Thoughts on a postcard please! 
Ed  

Britain and Ireland’s Walling Treasures 
Sceilig Mhichíl – Skellig Michael   
 

12km off the coast of  Kerry, 
Southern Ireland, lie 2 natural 
old red devonian sandstone 
pyramids, the Skellig islands, 
effectively the westernmost point 
of the Kerry Mountains.  Small 
Skellig is the home of over 
25000 pairs of gannets, the 
larger island, Skellig Michael, 
also an important site for 
breeding sea-birds  is a world 
heritage site, home to a 7th  
Century monastic complex, 
inscribed (designated) as such 
by UNESCO in 1996 who 
consider the site “of outstanding 
universal value being an 

exceptional, and in many respects unique example of an early religious settlement deliberately sited 
on a pyramidal rock in the ocean, preserved because of a remarkable environment. It illustrates, as no 
other site can, the extremes of a Christian monasticism characterizing much of North Africa, the Near 
East and Europe.”(1).  What’s more it’s dry stone.   

 
The monastic settlement is perched 600 feet up 
the 714 foot rock, built essentially on man made 
terraces, it is a collection of small beehive huts 
(clochan), 2 upturned boat oratories, a sou-
terrain, graveyards and medieval church 
(mortared), all reached via several flights of dry 
stone and rock cut steps (especially from the 
landings becoming dry stone once out of reach of 
storm waves) , originally forming 3 alternative 
routes from landings to the north, south and east.   
These paths, plus others one source suggests 
contain over 2300 steps(2).  
Only accessible during calm weather the 
alternatives would have increased the chances of 
landing although for much of the year the island 
would have remained inaccessible, as it was 
when I tried to visit in the Autumn of 2004, in fact 
they were not even visible from the Kerry Coast, 
mind you very little was. 
 
The early history of the islands has become 
shrouded in myth.  Its earliest reference (in 
legend) is as the burial place of Ir, who drowned  

Monastic Beehive huts, with Little Skerrig 
and the Kerry Coast beyond.         
© Des Lavelle 

Sketch © S.Adcock 



  
during the landing of the Milesians, the first Gaelic 
conquerors of Ireland.  About 200AD Daire Domhain, 
King of the World is said to have caught breath here 
whilst gathering his forces before the great battle 
with the Fianna (Fionn MacCool) at Ventry on the 
nearby Dingle Peninsula.   It is also said to be where 
Archangel Michael and others arrived to help St 
Patrick rid Ireland of snakes. 
 
In the Irish Annals (ancient histories), Skellig is 
referred to as a place of retreat and refuge from 
around the fifth century.  The predominant modern 
view is that the monastic settlement was founded by 
St Finan (although evidence is inconclusive and 
some 8th Century annals seem to suggest it might 
have been St.Suibhne(3)), with the architecture 
suggesting 6th century onwards.  Several of the 
annals record the sacking of the monastery by 
Vikings on several occasions around the turn of the 
8th and 9th century.  Generally the experts seem to 
settle on an origin in the 7th Century. 
 
Around the13th century monks left for the Monastery 
of Ballinskellig on mainland possibly due to climatic 
change or possibly just the result of general changes 
in monastic practice.  The island passed through 
various private hands around 1820 purchased by the 
forerunner of the now Commissioners of Irish Lights, 
for lighthouse construction.  The Island  is now 
owned by the Irish State and, except the lighthouse 
area, now falls under the jurisdiction of the Ministry 
for the Environment, Heritage and Local Government 
, with the Irish ‘Office for Public Works’ responsible 
for its management.  In fact the “OPW” have actually 
been responsible for the monastic site since 1880. 
 
The clochans have a beehive domed roof, generally built on a square/rectangular base.  One of the 
six original cells (D below) has collapsed, and is thought to have been a ruin when cell C was 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

constructed.  The largest is 
cell A, its floor being 4.5 x 
3.8m with 1.8m thick walls, 
rising internally to 5m, the first 
1.5m of which is vertical 
before forming a dome, it is 
generally thought that it 
served some form of 
communal purpose.  Cell E 
has a slightly smaller internal 
footprint but is over a metre 
lower with much thinner walls.  
The remaining cells are 
similarly sized at around 2.5-
2.7m square, with walls 
around 1m thick, and 3m+ 
high - although the roof to cell 
F collapsed in the late 19th 
century and was probably 
rebuilt around 0.9m lower than 
originally.(4)     

Cells AE & F have internal 
protruding stone pegs part 
way up the internal walls, 
suggesting the possibility of 
an upper floor, cell A even 
has windows which would 
have lit this level.  Cells 
B&F contain a number of 
niches or cupboards whilst 
Cells A & E’s roofs have a 
large number of protruding 
stones (see picture right) 
which might have once 
served to hold a turf roof.  
Edwards suggests that 
these two larger cells are 
from a second period of 
building.(5)  Although the 
Island’s Management Plan 
seems to disagree as it 
suggests Cell C was 
probably the last to have been constructed(6). 
 
Cell F   The paved floors of cells A & C are thought to be original, whilst those in cells B & E date from 
the nineteenth century.  Cell F is “irregularly paved and includes some upright slabs that define a 
raised section on three sides, where the monks would have slept.” (7) 
 
The large oratory measures 3.6 x 2.4 x 3m, the smaller oratory is 2.4 x 1.8 x 2.4m. (with 1m. thick 
walls)(8). 
 
There is also mention of miraculous practices associated with the island. Welsh historian Giraldus  
Cambrensis was in Ireland c. 1183-1185 and wrote: 
"In the south of Munster near Cork there is a certain island which has within it a church of St. Michael, 
revered for its true holiness from ancient times. There is a certain stone there outside of, but almost 
touching the door of the church on the right hand side. In a hollow of the upper part of this stone there  
 

Detail of roof of cell A.   © Des Lavelle 
 

Aerial view of monasitic complex.    © Des Lavelle 

Final flight of steps below monastery.  
 © Des Lavelle 

Plan of monastic complex  



  
is found every morning through the merits of the saints of the place as much wine as is necessary for 
the celebration of as many masses as there are priests to say mass on that day". (9)  
 
This church is about the most ruinous of the buildings on the site as part of the retaining wall on its 
southern edge collapsed- sadly there is no longer a stone dispensing wine.    Interestingly the stone 
used in its construction (unlike all the other structures) was imported from the mainland.Beyond the 
buildings the site has numerous walls, tunnels, pillars, shelters, the remains of a beehive toilet, stone 
crosses and cross slabs and much more.  For example 
http://www.dioceseofkerry.ie/pages/heritage/scelig.htm describes “the meticulous work that went into 
the construction” citing a series of the interconnecting basins or cisterns, where “when the water 
reached a certain height in the first basin it then flowed into the second basin. This process allowed 
for the cleaning of one basin while water was retained in the other basin - a process of filtration. A 
depression in the first basin also assisted this process, its function was to gather silt.” (10) 
 
At least one of the terraced areas was probably a garden used to supplement the fish, seabird and 
egg diet of the monks, estimated at a maximum of 12 plus abbot (11).  Experiments have shown that 
they achieved a micro-climate in this sheltered and carefully cultivated place which allowed 
vegetables to grow at twice the speed of mainland sites(12). 

The terraced monastic complex is not the only ancient building on the island on the southern peak of 
the island at around 700 feet on steeply shelving ledges is a hermitage which appears to cling to the 
rock.  Described by the Management Plan as “a series of platforms, traverses, enclosures and 
terraces daringly constructed on quarried ledges just below the peak”(13). There are three terraces and 
the remains of a building originally thought to be another oratory (2 walls almost intact) and a leacht “a 
rectangular stone structure typical of early Irish monastic sites, which probably served as a deposit for 
relics or an altar”(14) .  So remote and inaccessible is this site that it is not recorded until the mid 19th 
century and remained more or less un-investigated until the mid 1980s when the “OPW” carried out a 
detailed study. 

The hermitage oratory site it is now thought to be "one of the most daring architectural expressions of 
early Irish monasticism : a hermitage built virtually in the air on the treacherous ledges of an Atlantic 
rock rising straight up from the ocean to an altitude of 218 metres…these walls could have been built 
only by men who believed that every stone they laid brought them one step closer to God. By building 
a hermitage at the top of the island, they reached the ultimate goal of eremetic seclusion - a place as 
near to God as the physical environment would permit"(15) .  From what I’ve seen in photos and heard 
from others, this could be equally applied to the monastic site. 

Skellig Michael has been a site of penitential pilgrimage probably from 16th century.  In 1756 Charles 
Smith in the History of Kerry described the pilgrimage, part of which traditionally involved a climb 
beyond the monastic site itself right up to the upper terrace of the hermitage.  Ascending beyond the 
monastery pilgrims would at one point squeeze through a shaft known as the “Needles Eye”; later 
over 12 feet of sloping smooth rock aka the “Stone of Pain” - due to the difficulty of crossing eased by 
a few scant cut hand and foot holds.  Beyond this there are 2 stations (that is ‘holy places visited in 
fixed sequence by pilgrims’- Shorter Oxford English Dictionary) to visit with stone crosses.  The first is 
the “Eagles Nest” the second more inaccessible is the “Spindle” or “Spit” “a long narrow fragment of 
rock projecting from the summit of this frightful place over a raging sea: and this is walked to by a 
narrow path of only two feet in breadth and several steps in length. Here the devotees… sit astride 
this rock and so edge forward until they arrive at a stone cross which some bold adventurer cut 
formerly on its extreme end…” (16) Originally pilgrims would have kissed the slab cross, but this 
disappeared without a trace in the late 1970s, probably though natural causes falling and being 
smashed beyond trace. 
Estyn Evans suggests that the essentially frost free environment of the island is responsible for 
“remarkable state of preservation” of the site. (17)  That was 1966, nowadays they are even more 
remarkably preserved!  It should also be noted that the “OPW” have carried out ad hoc works since it 
took over responsibility in 1880. 
 
There are records of concerns over restoration work or modern interpretations from the early 19th 
century onwards, when the lighthouse-builders’ made alterations to the site.  More modern  

renovations from the late 80s to the present day have caused much concern, and the Irish 
Government have undergone some criticism from UNESCO. 
 
Never having been to Skellig I’m not in much of a position to comment authoritatively however there 
are photos… 

 
The small oratory retaining wall was 
underpinned by concrete and steel in 
1986.  The management plan is unclear 
as to how much work was actually 
carried out on the wall itself .  Without 
much evidence I’m guessing the 
retaining wall is virtually in it’s original 
state, the same certainty cannot be 
applied to the oratory itself.  Current 
photos show a very angular upturned 
boat structure much like the Gallarus 
Oratory (“Stonechat 15”), prior to the 
restorations it was a much more rough 
and ready squared off dome, but then 
who’s to say that version wasn’t a poor 
restoration.  In fact the Annals record 
rebuilding work being carried out on the 
island in AD860 (18).  As with everything 
dry stone we should assume at least 
some restoration over six or seven 
hundred years… 
The management plan suggests that 
there is good evidence that the retaining 
walls have undergone works over the 
ages, with several collapses and 
rebuilds.  For example referring to the 
Lower Monks Garden: “Again, there had 
been a history of collapse dating from 
the monks’ occupation and a series of 
retaining walls had been built through 
the nineteenth century in an attempt to 
stem further loss.”(19)  It is also worth 
considering how much of a site there 
would be now (or in the future) without 
there having been (and continuing to be) 
maintenance of the walls.  
 
One problem with such continuing 
maintenance is that stone size inevitably 
decreases plus there has also been 
stone loss from collapses (i.e. into the 

sea).  This brings perhaps another controversial approach, or a pragmatic one, depending on your 
point of view.  Taller walls have been repaired as stone facing of reinforced concrete backing, 
facilitating the use of smaller stone and also releasing stone for the repair of lower walls. 
 
Another argument is that the site has never been static, given repairs, new structures, disused 
structures and more modern additions, (for example it is thought that the current entrance from the 
Lower to Upper monks gardens probably dates from the 19th century) and so continuing to work on 
the site is hardly criminal. 
 
 

Small Oratory & Retaining Wall  
 © Des Lavelle 

 



  

The Harris Blackhouse, Outer 
Hebrides, Scotland 
© N.Rippingale 
 

The Irish Government’s tone in the management plan often comes across as defensive, for example it 
argues “Even though not mentioned at the time of inscription, integrity is an important issue to be 
taken into account. Integrity is a measure of the wholeness and intactness of the natural and/or 
cultural heritage and its attributes. In the case of Skellig Michael, there are two types of integrity: 
structural-historical integrity, in that the structures have evolved over time; and visual-aesthetic 
integrity, in other words, the iconic image that has been retained.” (20)  
 
Similarly in some ways UNESCO are perhaps copping out in it’s criticism of the works, its report 
stating  “The new work is in its own way almost as remarkable as the original work. The monument as  
now reconstructed will become the popular vision of Skellig.  For this reason it is essential that detail 
of the works should always be made explicit and the new work should be distinguishable from the old 
in all future publications-”(21) 
 
Controversy or otherwise, I suppose from the perspective of identifying ‘Britain & Ireland’s Walling 
Treasures’ it does not really matter, Ancient or Modern its right up there. 
 
Sean Adcock 
 
 
I’m indebted to Des Lavelle for his permission to u se photos from his book “The Skellig Story” 
(OBrien Press) which is available from Des’s websit e http://indigo.ie/~lavelles/  as well as the 
usual sources,  Des’s site also includes informatio n about the boat trips he runs to Skellig.  
Thanks too to Mick Sharp for advice and books . 
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A Waller’s Journey- part 1      
 
Dry Stone Walling/Dyking has been part of my life since around the time that I left School, further back 
than I care to remember; especially having reached my half century.  I remember being asked by my 
Employer in my very early days in farming to go and repair a small gap in a wall on the main drive way 
to the farm.  In all honesty I can say I did my best but I knew it wasn’t right as it didn’t take a genius to 
see that what I had just built didn’t match the existing good sections ether side of the gap.  It was a 
few years later when I had the chance to work with an Old Timer, 70 years old and officially retired he 
was still plugging away helping out on the local estate farm.  One day the  Farm manager said, ‘Neil 
go and help Charlie today, he’s working on a large section of wall in the field behind the big house’.  
So, off I went with a hammer and a pair of gloves to help old Charlie. Charlie Jardine was his name, in 
Dumfries it was an honour to work with such a master who prior to retiring also trained Hugh Drysdale 
[BEM, Master Craftsman and Pinnacle Award Winner] amongst many others in his 50 years of 
walling.  Slightly nervous I reached the site where Charlie had already the wall down, foundations in 
place and lines up.  Before I could even say good morning, it was ‘get those gloves off “laddie” and 
get over here’.  Oh my goodness what had I let myself in for.  He knew my name but just referred to 
me as “laddie” all the time, I guess I had to earn his respect first before I was addressed as Neil.  
However, what an experience, instantly I could see with every stone he laid and every stone I picked 
where I went wrong a couple of years earlier, having the basics in any form of training is paramount. 
 
Charlie was strict and old school but what an opportunity for a young person to be taught by such a 
master and not pay for the instruction or numerous tips that he gave me. With curves, wall heads, 
lunkies and steep slopes, this was an invaluable learning opportunity for me.  As the years passed I 
found myself in the Edinburgh area and visiting the Royal Highland Show ventured into the DSWA 
certification scheme.  Within a few weeks I found myself going for my Intermediate Certificate, which 
at that time was a two day test.  Various names flashed before me, Jacqui Simkins [then DSWA 
Secretary] and Ian Dewar [Training & Certification stalwart] soon to be names that I would never 
forget.  Within 12 months I was roped in to the Central Scotland Branch committee and passed my 
Master Craftsman Certificate and then Standard setting was upon me. 
 
What started as a hobby and with great interest and encouragement from so many people around me, 
before I knew it, I was self employed. During my early days in the Edinburgh area, I had all the work I 
needed and all with in 20 miles of my house, strange looking back now that I am 5,000 miles from 
where I started.  As I trained and certificated so many local wallers they themselves became 
professionals and started up in the area.  It was a strange evolution that followed, my trainees 
became my competitors and I could not compete with them financially.  I found myself being sought 
from further afield. This was a pleasing process in that I was leaving my skills in the area so to speak 
through those I had trained, yet branching out to something more challenging, on a scale now that I 
could never have imagined. 

 
Firstly, the Western Isles of Scotland 
came a calling, the Isle of Harris to be 
more precise 300 miles from base and 
the building of The Black House [see 
“Stonechat 14”], the  First DSWA  
Pinnacle Award, now there is a story on 
it’s own for another day.  Don’t let me 
forget !!  
 
Word soon travelled through the Islands  



  
 
and the Agricultural Training Board were using me for the training and certification on many different 
Islands from Lewis, Harris, North Uist, Benbecula, South Uist, Barra, Erisky, and Skye. Having 
mastered travelling a new country beckoned!  Still on mainland Britain, I found participating in a few 
walling competitions in England an incredible learning experience.  If we were lucky in Scotland we 
had one or two competitions a year.  It was a few days of travel and loss of earnings for the guys 
north of the border to participate, but what an incredible experience.  At my first competition in 
England, I was shaking like a leaf, the adrenalin was flowing, but I knew that I had to overcome this 
and gain from the experience. 
 
I watched others competing namely, Stephen Allen, Stephen Harrison, Gordon Wilton, the Dolphin 
brothers, and every time I watched them work I gained more knowledge.  These guys were competing 
on a regular basis and had been for many years so this was truly an eye opener for me and many 
others from Scotland that followed. 
 
My next trip would be the start of many overseas projects.  Off to Canada on an 8 week project 
working with David Sinclair, for the Cirque du Soleil at their headquarters in Montreal. 

 
From travelling 300 miles from home, 
now I was 3,000 miles from home.  
The project was an amazing dry stone 
wall 165 meters long on a curve that 
didn’t drop 10 mm in height 
throughout that distance.  14 hours a 
day for 35 days non-stop, no days off.  
Sedimentary Quartz tight bedded with 
saddle copes, 1,282 of them.  
Designed for people to sit on it was 
imperative that it was level 
throughout, so that the view for each 
person was from the same height. 
 
When we finished the project there 
was a sense of anticlimax and 
emptiness.  For days and weeks we 
had been striving to get to a specific 
point, only to find that when we got 
there we had a feeling that whilst of 

relief was not what we had expected.  In conversation with a local person on site they said, ‘it’s not the 
end that matters it’s the journey 
to get there that counts’.  It’s the 
dressing of the copes, the 
negotiations along the way, the 
weather from sunny to snow, the 
special features, the ordering of 
stone and the deliveries, good 
days and bad days.  It’s all part 
of the journey. 
 
One of my next overseas 
projects came from one of my 
team, and involved a few of my 
team and twelve local waller’s  

 
just on the outskirts of Geneva, Switzerland.  With Lake Geneva in the foreground and a back drop of 
Mount Blanc, the work site at 3,000 ft above sea level, provided the most incredible scenery and 
environment to work in.  
 
This particular project involved working with raw rugged yellow limestone straight from the quarry, with 
numerous special feature’s most prominent being a 3 meter high retaining wall on sloping ground.  
Frank Rumpe was our main contact at that time allowing us to complete the project over two separate 
visits.  As this visit was early in the season and given the elevation, I suggested that we cover the site 
one night before we left as the local radio station was forecasting snow.  With gasps of hesitance the 
site was covered and we left for our accommodations.  Next morning as we approached the site the 
local team of waller’s were armed with cameras as my own team pulled back the covers and began to 
get our day started.  In extreme cases we have been known to lay a cover of hessian/sisal sheeting 
which keeps the cold and frost to a minimum, on top of that we lay our plastic sheeting which keeps 
out any rain, snow or moisture.   
 
As with many Master Craftsmen within the DSWA we are always promoting the craft, and the 
organization.  This occasion presented the perfect opportunity so I mentioned the possibility of 
Certification while I was there.  With a couple of phone calls to DSWA head-quarters the mechanism 
was put in place and a date was set for the twelve wallers to sit their Initial Level Certification.  Within 
a couple of weeks there were 12 new DSWA members and happy and successful candidates.  Frank 
Rumpe had made a good job in training them to such a high standard and they all passed with flying 
colours.   
 
The most amazing aspects for me in all my foreign trips are the cultures and amazing food we get to 
sample, and most importantly the hospitality and generosity that our friends and colleagues bestow 
upon us.  It is very, very, much appreciated being so far from home, and something I am keen to 
replicate.  
 
The client now delighted and the project complete the appetite for more experience now filled the local 
wallers.  I suggested that if they would like to travel to Scotland later in the year I had a particular 
project that I could do with some help on.  Between Frank and me we soon organized for 12 wallers to 
travel to the Western Isles of Scotland where I organized transportation to the Island of Benbecula, 

accommodation, meals and the co-ordination of 
the Intermediate Certification process to take place 
while they were there. Their arrival was so 
comical, now with the Atlantic Ocean as a back 
drop and with a 360 degree panoramic view, the 
blue green waters it could have been easily 
mistaken for the Caribbean as far as they were 
concerned.  To my astonishment, they were 
throwing off clothes and racing in to the water, this 
was a summer vacation/holiday for them while I 
looked on wrapped up as if it was winter!  Seven 
days later and with some very good quality work 
and great production, sadly, it was time for the 
Swiss to leave and head for home.  Tremendous 
net-working, and educational for all involved, 
including myself.        
 
It was back home to Edinburgh for me but only 
briefly then it was Melbourne, Australia calling.  
But that`s for next time. 
Neil Rippingale 

 
 
 

Cirque du Soleil Headquarters, Montreal, Canada.   
© N.Rippingale 

Limestone wall, Geneva, 
Switzerland.    

   © N.Rippingale 
Left,  sneak preview of the 
Australian project     © N.Rippingale 



  

The Walls of Ireland 
 
This article is based on my observations over ten years living in the southwest of Ireland in county 
Cork.  For that very reason it probably has a bias towards that area. For simplification I have not 
distinguished between the Irish republic or Northern Island – walls have no respect when it comes to 
political boundaries.    
  
Field Boundaries 
  
Earth banks and drystone walls are both known here as ditches.  In the southern half of the island 
field boundaries are dominated by the earth ditch, especially in areas where stone is difficult to obtain.  
These ditches vary but are generally several feet wide and are built of subsoil (or till as it is known 
here), or stone faced on one or both sides and packed with earth.  There is nearly always a drain on 
one side, sometimes both, which is where the soil was removed to make the ditch.  These vary in 
height but they are normally no more than three or four feet high, although this is sometimes more 
due to the dense growth of plants and trees along the top.   In upland, coastal and other rocky areas 
where stone is plentiful, stone ditches are the common along with earth ditches. 
  
History 
  
There is a long tradition of wall building and examples have been found under areas of bog, 
discovered in the course of turf cutting (peat!)  The most notable examples are the Céide fields in 
County Mayo. These have been dated to around 3000BC.  These consist of walls up to 2km long and 
cover up to 10km².  As none of the walls are extant it is not possible to describe their original 
appearance. 
  
Around 1200BC in the late Bronze Age large stone forts known as ‘Cashels’ or ‘Cahers’ were built, 
mainly in the west and southwest.  They are all circular, with massive battered walls.  Many have 
rooms built into the 12ft thick walls.  
  
Later in the medieval period there are the 
remains of many early Christian monuments and 
settlements. 
  
All of Ireland was subject to the enclosure acts of 
the  1700s and thus the vast majority of field 
boundary walls date from around that time with 
the exceptions noted. 
  
Drystone  Walls 
  
Like the UK some areas of Ireland have very 
distinctive styles.  However there are often a lot 
of variations even within regions.  There are 
some features of walls that make them 
distinctively Irish.   
  
They are often built of quite large stones.  They 
can be quite wide.  3ft would not be unusual and 
for early clearance walls several feet width would 
not be uncommon.   
 
Certainly in the south the majority of walls are built without any real batter, although I am aware that 
battered walls do occur in some areas particularly further north.  In the southern half of the island 

virtually all walls are random 
rubble.  I have never seen a 
wall built to courses, and the 
great Mourne Wall stretching 
22 miles across the mountains 
of Mourne is a well known 
example.  This wall of cut 
granite is 3ft wide and up to 
8ft in height.  The wall climbs 
to the top of 15 mountains and 
took 18 years to build.  It was 
built to surround the Silent 
Valley Reservoir Dam.  
  
Throughstones are not a 
noticeable feature of Irish 
walls.  Most wallers I’ve met in 
the south are aware of their 
use but few make regular use 
of them to any extent.  The 
probable reasons for this in 
the south west, where I have 
most experience, is that the 
stone is often quite flat and 
during construction both sides 
of the walls are knitted 
together by overlapping 
stones from both sides thus 
tying both sides together.  
  
Wall ends in Ireland often take the form of pillars, especially entrances to roads.  Normally square, in 
some areas they are circular construction. They are always mortared. 
  
One area, which does have very distinctive walls, are the three Aran Islands off the Galway Coast 
(see cover photo).  The walls, built from limestone quarried from the very fields they now surround 
often have the smallest stones placed at the bottom and larger ones higher up and often have vertical 
stones placed at intervals along the wall.   There are also many feidín walls built with a combination of 
double wall at the base built from small stones and the top of the wall built using larger stones of only 
one width.  These are similar to those built in parts of Scotland.  Wood being unavailable stones are 
also used to block entrances on a temporary basis and replace gates.  [See more Irish Treasures 
elsewhere] 
   
Further south particularly in the counties of Clare, Kerry, Cork and Tipperary, there a many types of 
walls and it is quite difficult to single out any particular characteristic in general. Here field walls are 
rarely more than four feet high. .  Walls around houses for example are commonly 3 ft and sometimes 
less.  There are much higher walls around estates but these are nearly always made with lime mortar.    
 
As is the usual case everywhere the width of a wall is largely governed by the size of the materials 
being used.  Walls vary from 2ft to over 3ft. thick.   In uncultivated land dominated by bracken, gorse 
and rough grasses such as purple Moor Grass there is one type of wall which does dominate.   I’m not 
aware of anything similar in the UK. Large areas are enclosed with low single width walls, often only 
one course in height but placed  vertically or leaning against bigger stones placed lengthways in the 
wall or each other in the form of inverted letter ‘A’ almost like playing cards resting against each other 
on a floor.  These walls are never more than one or two foot in height at the most.  Whatever use 
these had in the past appears to have been forgotten.  They serve no function now and no farmer has 
 

Staigue Stonefort, Kerry   © S.Adcock 

The Mourne Wall built from granite over 18 years between 1904 
and 1922, the 22-mile wall encloses 9000 acres of land which 
drains into the Silent Valley and Ben Crom reservoirs. The wall 
covers 9000-plus feet of ascent, rising and falling over 15 
mountains  It is currently being repaired by some of the 
descendents of those who built the original wall.       © D.Perry 



  
ever been able to tell me what they were once for although from their positioning it is obvious that they 
were built with animals in mind. 
  
One very characteristic wall the extreme South West parts of Kerry & Cork are walls with the stones 
placed vertically. These are extremely common and are still built today.   

 
The photo on the left shows a typical way of finishing the wall off.  A very, very large stone is set into a 
very deep hole.  I've never seen a wall push these over!  This one is unusual in that the farmer has 
finished the top off with large flat stones to prevent cattle from knocking the tops off.  An alternative 
finish is to use much larger stones when you reach the finished height.  Done correctly these look like 
they are part of the wall but act as copes.  The right hand photo shows a much older wall.  Note the 
use of large well set vertical stones to prevent the wall falling down the slope. 
 
These walls can be built as a single wall or double.  Normally they have no copestones but some 
examples with copes exist.  They can be built with various types of stone including ‘roundish’ field 
boulders and built using anything from fine thin slabs to great big stones which can only be 
manoeuvred into place using machinery.  It is often said by those who live outside the area, that these 
walls cannot stand heavy frosts.  This is certainly not true as many of these walls are in areas which 
are exposed to quite heavy frosts and heavy rain. From personal experience I can say they are 
quicker and easier to build and also lend themselves to being built from rounded field stone especially 
those of large proportions. 
  
Another feature of Irish walls in the 
south west is the often frequent use of 
‘shiners’, as all large flat stones are 
called here, when they are placed 
with their largest face showing on the 
outside of the wall.  In the UK this 
would be considered bad practice.  
Here it is good practice and is 
frequently seen when constructing  

field boundaries using vertically 

aligned stones.  These may at first glance appear to be unstable but all good builders will make sure 
that the largest of stones are well and truly ‘planted’ in the ground often to two or three feet in depth. 
  
In upland areas and some coastal areas, clearance walls are found.  These, like clearance walls 
everywhere vary in width and height and many examples of over six feet wide exist. 
  
Cope stones on horizontally laid walls are often not used.  In the south west copes are normally flat 
slabs covering the width of the wall or boulders unsuitable for use in the wall.  However In some areas 
such as south Clare I have seen vertical copes and often proportionally much bigger than I recall in 
UK walls.  I have only ever seen one or two examples of cope stones laid at angle. 
  

South Clare, which is limestone has 
some fine examples of ‘walls’ built of 
large thin slabs placed edge to edge 
or of a double row inclined towards 
each other and the void between filled 
with till. (Some of the older buildings 
here also have flagstone roofs as in 
parts of the Pennines).   
  
There is also a fine example of a 
feidín [fay-chin similar to a Galloway 
Dyke –ed] wall running for some miles 
across the summit of the Galtee hills 
up to 3000ft. This is the only example 
I have seen in the south and was built 
in the 1850’s, probably as a famine 
relief wall.  This particular wall also 
has a carefully constructed coping.  .   
  
For their sheer variety some of the 
most unusual walling is found on 
some of the offshore islands of the 

south west coast, particularly  
Skellig Michael off Kerry, Sherkin,  
Middle Calf and and to a lesser 
extent Cape Clear all off Cork.  
Some of them defy description.   
  
Skellig Michael rises 700ft out of 
the sea like the top of a submerged 
alpine peak.  A UNESCO world 
heritage site, it is only half a 
kilometre or so long. Landing is 
possible only in good weather as 
there is no harbour - just an old 
pier. The island is the site of  an 
early Christian monastery. There 
are thousands of drystone steps 
leading up, down and around the 
place, there are many domed 
shaped huts, built singly or in 
clusters and much else besides. It 
is of course all built without mortar. 
There is hardly a flat place to stand,  
 

Wall or an Irish ditch? Lisscannor Limestone, Co Clare -
double row of slabs with earth fill.  © D.Perry 
 

Feidin wall, Galtee Mountains, Cork.  Double width base 
and single width on top.  This is the only one of its type I've 
seen outside the Aran Islands and runs for three or four 
miles over a 3000' mountain.    © D.Perry 

Left, Sheep’s Head peninsular near Durrus, Co Cork.  Right, Beara peninsular, Co.Cork 
Both © D.Perry 

Common use of 'shiners' set into 
the wall.  None bridge the whole 
wall. Good practice dictates that 
they are well dug in.   
© D.Perry 
 



  

These are on Sherkin Island off the coast of Co.Cork. Somewhat tumbled down, but still keeping 
animals (but not my dog) away from the steep cliffs below. These remarkable walls total a few 
hundred yards in length and are about three to four feet in height.             © D.Perry 
 

You can walk around Sherkin Island in a couple of hours if you go slow. Yet hidden on it’s south 
easterly side, completely hidden from view, except by those at sea is a unique wall. A few hundred 
yards long it serves to keep cows off the steep slopes and cliffs which lay below.  So well hidden is 
this wall that it was only after 8 years living within view of the island that I first saw it despite having 
visited the island on several occasions.  It was only when visiting one of the outer islands one very 
calm day that the ferry operator took the southern more exposed route.  Through my binoculars I 
spotted the wall high above the sea.   

 

 
A later visit and difficult walk across the hill allowed me to photograph it.  Partially destroyed along it’s 
few hundred yards of length the wall still functions to keep cows away from the steep drops below.  
The wall consists of long slabs, set flat on small pillars of stone and ‘copes’ placed on top.  In some 
places there are two levels of benches.   
 
On two of the three Calf Islands 
a couple of sea miles away from 
my local village there are further 
interesting examples of walling.  
These Islands have been 
abandoned for over fifty years.  
Although they are small and only 
a few acres in size they contain 
much of interest.  As there are 
no ferries I chose a calm day 
and paddled off in my kayak.  
Many of the walls consist of 
three large slabs placed, (when 
viewed from above) in the shape 
of the letter ‘H’, in that one large 
slab is placed in the centre 
following the line of the wall and 
at both ends another large slab 
is placed at right angles.  
Between each of the ‘H’s the 
walls consists of vertical placed 
stones.  
  
 Fill 
Purists must miss this short paragraph but Irish walls are often filled with more than just carefully 
placed small stones.  Till, as subsoil clay is known is still used at times to fill the inside of a wall, and a 

jolly good job it does too.  If anyone doubts the efficiency of earth or other fills then I can only point out 
that almost all stone houses here built up until the 1950s were built using clay or sand as a fill.  Till 
used in houses and barns and exposed to the elements can still be seen acting as mortar in many 
buildings of well over 100 years in age.  Where it is used extensively in boundary walls it soon attracts 
a wealth of plants and disappears from view if stock is kept away.  
  
Building & Tools 
  

I have yet to see a mason here use any kind of 
specialist walling hammer.  Lump hammers are the 
only tool normally used for knocking a stone to size, 
and for farm walls or boundaries using big stones 
only a sledge is used to break the absolute 
monsters.  As the walls are always built with 
vertical sides there is little need for a building frame 
although I have watched someone from further 
north use one.  Most masons can easily build up 
the wall be eye.  A line is sometimes use for setting 
out the base and 
for levelling off.  Here there are a few masons 
whose primary skill is in carving stone in the same 
way it is done in the UK but who also build drystone 
walls. I’ve watched one of these work and they will 
use chisels to knock the stone into shape 

 
Protection & Conservation 
Irish walls & ditches have almost no protection.  Those farms entered into the Rural Environmental 
Protections Scheme (REPS) are only required to have their own farm perimeter wall or ditch to keep 
in repair and other walls or ditches 
must not be removed.  This does 
not include rebuilding or 
maintenance.  Many walls are in 
ruin and the boundary kept secure 
by electric fences. 
  
I’d like to thank Alen MacWeeney 
for permission to use his picture 
Dave Perry  
  
 

 
   
 

Middle Calf Island, Co Cork.   Many of the walls on this island 
are constructed like this. A large flat stone is placed upright. 
On both sides another large slab is placed against it and the 
wall is built with stones laid normally between them.
© D.Perry 

In the mountains of Mourne in the north, Phelim 
Doran and farmer Dermot Trainor like to built 
their walls big.  This single wall - one of several 
built by these two with a JCB. Built from glacial 
granite boulders.  
© A.MacWeeney, reproduced with kind 
permission 

Modern retaining wall, 
Drimoleague, Co.Cork.      
 © D.Perry 
 



  

Limestone wall, near Butterton, Derbyshire 
© S.Adcock 

Masterclass:  
Random walling (part 1)- a theoretical background . 
 
Ever since writing “Dry Stone Walling” (“DSW”) I have wanted to tackle “Random Walling” in far more 
detail.  Observation suggests that there are far more random walls in Britain than coursed ones.  
There must therefore be tens of thousands of miles of “random” wall and as such “random” becomes 
a bit of a catch all, it hardly does the variation justice.  As such you cannot really tackle how to build a 
random wall without identifying basic types, unfortunately this is a far from simple task.  Even less 
straightforward is then describing a simplified method.  To date both aspects have been far too 
daunting to tackle.  I dipped a toe when writing “DSW”, but it ended on the cutting room floor and 
limped onto my website where it has sat unfinished for almost 10 years.  
 
Now the time has come to grasp the nettle but. for better or for worse, it is going to take a while.  This 
is the first in a series of articles, it deals primarily with the theoretical background, subsequent articles 
(perhaps hopefully) will deal with the actual process/method at a basic level, then the don’ts and 
problems to avoid, other random patterns and how they relate to the basics and after that who knows, 
maybe a (fanciful) avalanche of queries, which will help me to refine my thoughts and explanations. 
Well that’s the plan…  Paracetemol at the ready let us begin. 
 
First a little philosophising (a few random thought s?)…. 
 
I believe that whilst walling has rules, they are essentially made to be broken.   The perfect wall 
probably does not exist, the best walls have a minimum of faults, the best wallers minimise these 
faults.  Any fault means a rule is broken wittingly or otherwise.  However before you can go around 
breaking rules willy-nilly, you must first appreciate that they exist and furthermore understand why 
they are important.  If you break rules without realising or appreciating what you are doing, the wall if it 
stands up, only does so through luck.  If you make a conscious decision to break a rule, assuming you 
appreciate the various nuances involved (presumably you will similarly decide not to compound faults 
or problems) the wall might fall down if your assumptions are mistaken, but hopefully it will stand up.  
Generally problems occur or longevity is compromised, where faults are unwittingly compounded, or 
are so serious in their own right that they severely compromise the wall’s structural integrity.  I am of 
course assuming that no-one reading this would deliberately overlook serious or compounded faults. 
 
Along the same lines as this ‘breaking the rules’ argument it is my contention that much of walling is 
simply applying a method, an approach.  Whilst you can vary this and adapt it, developing your own 
style, to fulfil your full potential you first have to understand the method.  Similarly if you have little 
grasp of exactly what a random wall is, or rather how random walls vary, then how can you really build 
one properly? 
 
Whilst you can achieve much by luck rather than judgement and through intuition, for the majority to 
develop their talents fully they need to understand and appreciate what is going on.  Those that 
understand the method and apply it (in some cases somehow intuitively), and learn from experience, 
are dry stone wallers, others – the vast majority - are simply people who build walls, whether it be well 
or more likely averagely at best.  Dry stone wallers do it naturally! 
 
 
 
Ruminating on masonry terminology 
 
Whilst dry stone walling has been around considerably longer than masonry - that is mortared 
stonework; it has far fewer technical books dedicated to it and a dearth of widely accepted definitions 
of patterns compared to masonry, which even has British Standard patterns and definitions.  Whilst 
not always relating perfectly to dry stone walling some understanding and discussion of this  

terminology is useful in trying to identify general patterns and establish nomenclature within dry stone 
walling. 
 
Of course nothing is simple.  It’s a bit like having an expert on broadleaf trees who can identify 
hundreds of sub-species of willow, but regards all conifers as ‘those green things with needles’.  At 
best you get a grudging mention that not all stonework contains mortar, and not even lip service to the 
idea that there might be more than one type of dry stone wall. 
 
In masonry you will normally see stone referred to as “ashlar”, that is squared stone.  It is often sawn 
although technically it can be wrought or hewn, so you can get rough faced ashlar, axed ashlar etc.  
Virtually anything else is referred to as “rubble”, defined by the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary as 
“pieces of undressed stone used in building walls”, although sometimes a distinction is made between 
rubble and cobble, cobbles (sometimes called fieldstones) being naturally rounded.  I suspect that 
most dry stone wallers would see rubble as being only the worst stone imaginable. 
 
Nickey in “The Stoneworkers Bible” (TAB Books, Pennsylvania.. 1979. p.86) takes the definition a little 
further: “irregular shaped and hard to shape stones, such as those with untrue faces and indistinct 
bed lines that make them unadaptable to horizontal beds, are used as rustic [rough faced] rubble 
stonework.  Stones having bed lines or natural stratified bed lines, as well as those that are scabbled 
[roughly flattened faces, not finely tooled], after squaring or having their joint lines pitched [squared off 
with a chisel], be used in first class rubble stonework”.  Note that within this analysis even the best 
hand dressed walling stone is still only good for rubble stonework.  
 
Whilst this at least hints at stone shape having some influence on things, strictly speaking within 
masonry terminology, even the most squared off, coursed stonework if not using ashlar, would still be 
a rubble wall.  
 
This wall built out of level 
bedded limestone in Butterton, 
Derbyshire, is in masonry terms 
a rubble wall.  As GAT Middleton 
points out “The degree of 
regularity in rubble work 
depends in great measure on the 
nature of the stone used.  
Stones of an intractable nature 
such as basalt or stones of a 
crystalline structure, lend 
themselves best to rough rubble, 
whilst those which work more 
freely under the hammer are 
used for the more regular 
descriptions of rubble work.” 
(http://chestofbooks.com/architec
ture/Modern-Buildings-
Construction-V1/Chapter-XI-Stone-
Walling.html) 
So where is this getting us…. 
 
The British Standards for masonry cover a number of rubble patterns, subdivided into random and 
squared.  Random rubble comes in the following categories: coursed; un-coursed; brought to courses. 
Whilst squared random rubble can be categorised as: regular coursed; snecked; un-coursed.  
 
If we just ignore the mortar component, these patterns can be applied to dry stone walling.  In addition 
most masonry books refer to blocked rubble squared off this is somewhere between squared random 
rubble coursed and rough ashlar.   For example the Butterton wall would fit here. Some of these will 
appear in later instalments for now we are concerned with random rubble, and coursed random. 



  
So what is “random walling” . 
 
In “DSW” I describe walling in layers, whether random or coursed you should still essentially build in 
layers.  With coursed work the layering is far more precise, with only marginal if any differences in the 
heights of adjacent stones.  In this respect most random walling is technically only less accurate 
layering and I suppose you could even argue it is just extremely poor coursing!  In fact many 
wallers/judges seem to confuse a well structured random wall with coursed walling - perhaps after this 
series of articles you will see why.  At its simplest level any wall where the stones in a layer are not 
more or less the same size can be said to be random.  Just to confuse matters, as masons are wont 
to do, Nickey tends to refer to ‘range’ or ‘un-coursed’ rather than random.  
 
Random Rubble 
 “Random rubble is the traditional or Early Celtic art of building with stone.  It uses stones that are not 
squared but are irregular sizes bedded on mortar or other suitable bedding material.”   I Cramb “The 

Art of the Stonemason”. (Betterway 
Books, Cincinnati. 1992. p.11) 
 
I’m not sure about early Celtic 
mortar, but that’s masons for you.  
Beyond that it is a fairly useful 
definition. As far as dry stone 
walling is concerned it is the default 
mode when a wall cannot be 
readily categorised within other 
patterns. 
 
Random rubble is a specific term 
within British Standards for 
masonry.  However given that by 
masonry definitions everything 
within dry stone walling is rubble, 
we need to be far more specific if it 
is to be of any use.  Hence it is 
generally applied to the most 
irregular of stone used to build a 
face with little apparent pattern or 
readily discernable structure. 
 

Above left the face of the wall is 
extremely random, with a marked 
difference in the sizes of adjacent 
stones, and whilst there is a general 
grading of stone from large nearer the 
base to smaller nearer the top there is 
often a large number of smaller 
stones distributed throughout the 
face.  
 
The wall right, at Blaen y Nant, Nant 
Ffrancon near Bethesda, is not as 
random as the Ystradfellte wall, there 
is better grading with fewer small  

does not necessarily diminish.   Normally this 
tends to occur more with stone where the 
stones do not vary very much in size (e.g. all 
5-10cm thick)., as with this wall in Chilson, 
Oxfordshire.    
 
Masonry doesn’t actually distinguish types of 
coursing, regarding random coursed simply 
as coursed.  Some complicate matters 
further, Nickey uses ‘random coursed’ for 
courses of stonework 2 or 3 stones deep 
forming one thick course randomly, what we 
shall come to see (in an instalment or twos 
time) as ‘random brought to courses’.    
 
Disappearing off at an apparent tangent- 
coursed walling on slopes has to follow the 
slope rather than be set to a true level, 
otherwise the top stones become footings at 
some point, as shown in the diagram below. 

 
Theoretically if you use random coursing and add some jumpers (i.e. stones which are 2 courses 
high) you can break the coursing.  This can work on shallower slopes but the steeper the slope the 
more random the wall.   That is however the stuff of building on slopes and beyond this scope of this 
article however random it is becoming. 

 
 

 
What we are interested in is the idea that the coursing is becoming shorter and broken up, tending 
towards ‘coursed random’ walling, a fairly distinct style of walling which combines elements of both 
 

Near Ystradfellte Powys    © S.Adcock 

Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon, 
Gwynedd  

© S.Adcock 

Oolitic limestone, Chilson, Oxfordshire     
 © S.Adcock 

Random wall built from regular stone on a slight slope including pronounced short sections of 
regular coursing.  Little Everden, Northamptonshire. © S.Adcock 



  
 
coursed and random walling, and 
not to be confused with ‘random 
coursed’ however oxymoronic that 
might sound.  
 
Essentially this is a random wall, 
built of relatively blocky, regular 
shaped stone. This is very similar 
to the touched upon ‘random built 
to courses’, in that it might 
occasionally have a distinct course 
where it has been levelled off. 
However the nature of the stone is 
such that any section of face 
contains short courses, which are 
broken by jumpers, and a general 
lack of overall pattern to the 
coursing itself.  

A similar pattern can be seen in the wall 
right, in the extreme north of the Scottish 
Highlands.                          

Here the "coursing" is less distinct and the 
wall assumes more of a random 
appearance. As with all patterns there is 
some merging at the extremes 
accentuated by the regularity or irregularity 
of the stone used. Whilst regular stone 
tends toward coursed or more coursed 
work it does not have to be strictly coursed. 

The photos below are of same wall in Llanberis the photo on the left is random rubble built by a waller 
from Derbyshire, verging on polygonal in places (see “Stonechat 15” or in another couple!), on the 

 
 

the right just a few yards further along it is essentially random rubble verging on coursed random in 
places (by yours truly).  Both have a more consistent pattern and more rigorous grading than the wall 
at Ystradfellte (earlier). 

 Further along its nothing to do with DSWA and could be best categorised as random rubbish!  

 
The subtle differences in both 
random and coursed walls 
means that there can be a 
blurring or merging of types 
within either random or coursed 
or even between coursed and 
random themselves. For 
example at the extremes of the 
ranges of random brought to 
courses and coursed rubble the 
difference is often just 
attributable to the skill of the 
waller. 
 
Confused yet?  Had you ever 
imagined it could be so 
complicated, life was so much 
easier when random did just 
mean un-coursed.  Oh to be a 
mason.  Anyway that’s the basic 
concepts dealt with, next time 

the basic principles of building to a pattern and hopefully why I’ve chosen to deal with these patterns 
here will become clear. 

   
Sean Adcock 
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It Takes All Sorts 
How does a lad from a council house in a suburb of Bristol... 
Part 2 
 
 
By 1987 the West York’s Branch were winning the Branch of the Year Trophy again. We retained a lot 
of members and ran courses regularily for schools. I was asked to attend my first management 
meeting, meeting the late Ronnie Ball and Ian Dewar for the first time. They obviously were looking for 
some younger representatives at that time and I was co-opted to come on a regular basis.  I 
remember one of my earlier meetings well.  I dared to suggest that non Master Craftsmen could make 
good instructors and that not all Master Craftsmen were good instructors.  I had made an outragous 
statement, bringing the wrath of most of the professional wallers down upon myself.  I had to dig  
 

Above, Longridge Fell, Forest of 
Boland , Lancashire. 

Right, Sutherland, Scotland 
Both  © S.Adcock 

 

Sections of same wall, Llanberis, Gwynedd  © S.Adcock 

Llanberis, Gwynedd  © S.Adcock 



  
myself out of a deep hole by asking them whether they knew people who in their opinions were poor 
instructors despite their undoubted high skill levels and with the help of  Ian’s intervention I survived. 
 
So, as you do, I got embroiled in the discussions of a variety of schemes to try to increase 
membership and increase income, but fell into the trap of being both a willing worker and a 
reasonable organiser.  After a year or two I was asked to take Terry Eggleshaw to the meeting.  His 
usual lift, Vic Hollings, was not attending so Ken France and I did a loop via Ilkley to pick Terry up.  
Driving happily up the M6 towards Tebay (meetings were at the Agricultural Hotel in Penrith at that 
time) Terry was bemoaning the fact that a young lad called Jason Reeve had once again won the 
English National Competition at Lawkland and was calling himself the best English waller, yet he 
never competed on any stone other than that at Lawkland.  I made a niave comment that if we had a 
group of competitions like the F1 Grand Prix rather than one competition then he would not be able to 
make the claim.  Terry went quiet, I thought no more of it until late in the meeting he stared straight at 
me and announced the new idea.  He also was quick to say that he knew who he wanted to organise 
it, me of course.  Thus the grand prix was instigated and I was to coordinate it.  
 
It lead shortly to one unforgetable experience.  I was rung up by the BBC. The question was “would I 
take part in Libby Purvis’ Wednesday Morning Current Affairs chat show to be questioned about the 
Grand Prix”.  It was during the week but my headteacher said go ahead so I found myself on the train 
to London being housed in the hotel next to Bush House.  The next morning I was whisked in to the 
Green Room to find that the other guests were a male ballet dancer who had just flown in from the 
USA to become principal male dancer at the Birmingham Royal Ballet.  He had just done a series of 
fitness/strenght tests and had beaten the footballers including Vinnie Jones and Olympic Athletes who 
had also taken them, a Professor from Southampton University who’s department had just completed 
building a man powered aircraft (the previous day the Sun newspaper had reported that he was going 
to use two Page 3 girls to fly it across the Channel) and Paula Yates who was at that time Bob 
Geldolf’s wife (she was being interviewed as the birthday guest ).  It was bizzare sitting in a cellar 
studio next to a very tattooed Paula with the conversation being led to and fro between the four of us 
for an hour. I did manage to offer Paula Yates a free course (thinking of the publicity photos) but she 
never took the offer up. Seemingly I did not make too many gaffs as the DSWA Management 
Committee were very pleased with the publicity.  When I arrived in school the next morning I was 
greeted with a lot of hilarity from pupils some of whom I had hardly met.  It transpired that the Head 
had cancelled the frst lesson the previous day, moved assembly and broadcast the Radio Programme 
live to the masses in the various school halls.  Thank goodness I did not know what was happening 
back at school when I was air on live. 
 
The running of the Grand Prix also led to me making friends all over the United Kingdom and even 
one or two abroad.  I was able to visit, sometimes as a judge occasionally as GP coordinator many 
competitions (including several pleasureable and interesting ones in North Wales where met the 
editor as a competitor).  The Circuit ran for about 6 or 7 years with more and more branches wanting 
to run competitions but eventually waned as few new competitors joined in and the same group of half 
a dozen wallers competed for prizes at each competition.  It did however cement some lasting 
friendships and show many branches that there were good wallers to be found all over the United 
Kingdom. 
 
In October of 1990 The West Yorkshire Branch decided to raise money for the BBC Children in Need 
Appeal, and we got together with many other branches around us to carry out a sponsored walling 
challenge.  We picked a site which should have been sunny and scenic.  Unfortunately the weather 
did not play ball!  No sun only a howling gale with rain hitting us like 6 inch nails.  We struggled to get 
the BBQ going, ended up with it inside a large tent and almost had the portable toilet blown over with 
our hard working lady committee member inside it.  We raised over £2000, a lot of money for those 
days, and our treasurer got an enormous cheque made up for the presentation.  We were invited to 
go to the event being held by the BBC Look North Television Programme at  Sheffield but were never 
called forward and that night produced nothing but two long cold drives in the dark.  
 
Throughout this period I was branch secretary and  was pressed into driving the school minibus to 
competitions . It was filled with branch members and pupils from my school.  We visited competitions  

as far south as the Cotswolds and up to Gatehouse of Fleet.  I even competed in one of the last 
biennial Gatehouse events.  I have no intention of giving away how poorly I did, that’s for anyone 
interested enough to look it up in the archives.  That competition was also memorable for the wrong 
turn I took coming back late at night.  I got in the wrong lane coming south on the M6 and headed 
towards Blackpool.  The pupils were excited as the Illuminations had just been switched on but there 
was a junction halfway to Blackpool so we retraced our route back to West Yorkshire with a group of 
disgruntled pupils. 
 
I had now reached the stage where I had served my appenticeship on the Management Committee 
and was pressed to take on the vacant Deputy Chairmans position. I later gathered that Terry had 
decided along with several of the other movers and shakers on the committee that I was to be given 
more to do in preparation for taking over as Chairman at a future date.  We do not know how others 
manipulate us at the time! 
 
But that is another story and will be continued when the editor needs more to fill in !  
 
Paul Webley 
 

 
MORE  IRISH WALLING TREASURES 
The Aran Islands 
 
The Aran Islands; Inis Mór, Inis Oírr and Inis Meáin are a group of Islands situated in Galway bay 
around 6 miles off the coast (and 30 miles from Galway itself) of County Clare in Western Ireland.  
The largest – Inis Mór, is a crenulated 12km by 3 km;  the smallest Inis Oírr is only a couple of 
kilometres wide in any direction.  Small they might be but they are criss-crossed with what surely must 
be thousands of miles of wall.  Sorry to be clichéd but they are probably most familiar through their 
use in the opening titles to the Father Ted series (for those unfamiliar see 
http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=7owMQGr8Ivo ).   
 
The sheer density of walls makes them a worthy candidate for Britain and Irelands Walling Treasures 
and probably the best exposé of the walls is “Walls of Aran” by Sean Scully  (128pp 73 B&W photos, 
9 colour.  First Edition 2007  Thames & Hudson Ltd., London) 
 
This book is very much an Art book rather than a walling book.  It is no surprise that the “other books 
of interest” recommended on the fly leaf include Goldsworthy’s “Wall”.  Of course unlike Goldsworthy’s 
work the walls of Aran are not essentially just built for the purposes of Art, rather their essence has 
been captured by Sean Scully an American artist (born in Ireland) and sometime professor of painting 
at the Munich Fine Art Academy.  Scully explains “The walls of Aran are famous.  And more than 
famous, they are mythic…  They are glamorous in their greyness, and strange in their lack of known 
authorship.  I nominate them as art because of their unremitting, austere, repetitive variety.  They are 
functional, but so are wire fences.  So is plastic.  But these are not plastic.  They are ground made 
vertical, with drawing.  Drawing that is spectacular and self-effacing.  Always insisting on its 
subservience to function that being to keep the raking wind out and the animals in.  So should Art be 
useless and only ever that?  So that its intensity is unfettered?  These are walls whose drawing is 
diagonal, horizontal, vertical in rhythms of silence…” .  Brilliant. 
 
There is in fact very little text, a short chapter at the end from Scully plus some text from Colm Tóibín 
the purpose of which I have to admit largely escaped me, (I should perhaps plead a degree of 
‘Philistinism’ as a defence) although it did add some atmosphere, but seems to lack the relevance of 
say the text in Goldsworthy’s books.  However this is not a huge problem as essentially the photos 
speak for themselves.  Around two thirds of the book is given over to black and white plates of walls, 
which you could argue was about the right balance for any walling book! 



  
 

 
As an Art book rather than a walling book there 
are no ‘clichéd’ aerial shots which from a 
Waller’s viewpoint means the book does 
perhaps miss much of the point of the Islands, 
although Scully does manage to capture some 
of the density of walls in one or two clever land-
based shots.  (left)   
 
The huge variety of singles including tight walls, 
walls similar to Galloway walls and the 
eponymous lace walls (below)  also found 

across the Burren on the nearby mainland, are 
well illustrated along with some shots of more 
“standard” doubled (below left) walls, plus 
examples of the Islands’ practice of filling in 
gateways between the fields to create complete 
enclosures (below right).  Imagine trying to take 
stock to graze 4 fields away, having to unblock 
each gateway…  This practice could be due to a 
lack of wood although Evans suggests that these 
“phantom gates” it’s more to do with shelter from 
the wind (“Irish Folk Ways”, Evans E, Routledge 
1957 cited in “Dry Stone Walling”, Brooks, Adcock, 
Agate.  BTCV, 1999 p.7).  
 
I have seen it said that Inis Mór has an estimated at 3000 miles of wall  
(http://www.telegraph.co.uk/travel/destinations/europe/ireland/725268/Ireland--Secrets-hidden--in-the-
cracks.html).  However if www.aranislands.info/inishmore.html (amongst others) is to be believed it`s 
only 7653 acres which by my estimation means an average field size of around 12m x 12m which I 
suspect is somewhat over egging the cake a little.  Whatever the actual mileage is it’s a lot and at a 
density possibly unmatched elsewhere.  The Aran Islands are another “Walling Treasure”, this book 
might not quite be a treasure but if you have a large coffee table with a bit of space on it you could do 
much worse than fill it with a copy of this book.   

 
 
All photographs are copyright of the Sean Scully and Thames and Hudson who were contacted 
regarding their use.  They are reproduced here under the fair use principle in that the article is 
primarily a review freely publicising  a pictorial work. 
 
 
Sean Adcock 

IRISH STONE WALLS 
 

Patrick McAfee 
The OBrien Press 

128 Pages  
Black and white photos and 

line diagrams.  
2001, First Edition.  

 
Patrick McAfee was born in Dublin, 
served an apprentice as a stone mason 
with his father, and has studied 
Traditional Methods of working with stone 
and lime mortars, at the European 
School of Conservation at San Servolo in 
Venice; this is reflected within this book. 
 
The first chapter is the history of stone in 
Ireland, in which under sub headings 
were given small but great pieces of 
information over varying time zones.  
After each sub heading I was left wanting 
to know more, for example; ‘The Tomb at 
Newgrange County Meath, built 5,000 
years ago, contains 200,000 tonnes of 
stone, faced with quartzes and granite 
and has a diameter of 79 – 85 meters’ 
(pictured in the book).  A structure like 
this would be very impressive if built 
today, imagine how impressive it was 
5000 years ago.  The sub headings 
include the Fort Builders, Irish 
Romanesque the Anglo-Normans to 
name but a few. Each section giving 

information, points of interest if visiting, and often photos; it leaves you wanting to visit these buildings. 
 
 Although the book has a picture of dry stone walls on the front cover, the main topic is lime mortared 
walls. Indeed the chapter on dry stone walling is only 10 pages long, but don’t let that put you off 
buying this book. Where the first chapter had great information, the rest of the book has great advice 
on good walling practice that would benefit all dry stone Waller’s. Chapters include Types of Profile, 
Coping, Stone Cutting, Retaining Walls etc. In total there are 26 chapters in 150 pages, so the 
information is short and to the point (no bad thing). The book contains quite a few photos and plenty 
of line drawings to illustrate the points being made within each chapter, more photos would have been 
nice as walling is very visual but I imagine space was at a premium. 
 
Patrick McAfee intended this book to be an introduction to stone walling it is that and so much more.  
This book was lent to me to review and he wants it back! Now I’ll have to get my own copy and I 
suggest you do too. 
 
Craig Evans 
 



  

www.ie 
 
No web review as I haven’t  been able to find any Irish sites essentially dedicated to the craft, or even 
its participants.  Pat McAfee has a website, www.homepage.eircom.net/~mcafee/, but it is essentially 
just a promotional list of his books and training courses.  So instead a few thumbnails of Irish walling 
media not covered elsewhere.  
Ed. 
 
The Burren Wall.  Gordon D’Arcy.  Tir Eolas, Galway. 2006. 
A small  book (64pp) covering the walls of the Burren and touching on the Aran Islands.  Lots of 
pictures and line drawings.  Has the look of a coffee table book, but half the size, with some good 
information.   €12 from www.readireland.com 
Sean Adcock 
 
Irish Life and Lore Series : Clare Collection CD37 -Stone Walls.  CD recorded by MauriceO’Keefe 
www.irishlifeandlore.com  
Wallers (including Pat McAfee) and artists gather on Inis Oirr for a walling symposium and build a 
Feidin Wall.  Maurice O’Keefe interviews the participants (41 minutes of dialogue). 
Informative, philosophical, at times perhaps arty farty and airy fairy, expensive €20.  I longed for visual 
images.  There’s a volume 2 which I haven’t heard, but I will get it when I’ve saved up. 
Sean Adcock 
 
Irish Walls by Alen MacWeeney & Richard Conniff, 141 pages, Stewart, Tabori & Chang, New York. 
1986  
A coffee table book with some interesting pictures of probably the largest cyclopean walls you have 
ever seen but concentrating on The North, West and the Aran Islands.   
DavePerry 
This book has been repackaged as  “Ireland: Stone Walls and Fabled Landscapes”,  Frances Lincoln, 
London. 1998.  Layout has been changed with shuffling and re-sizing of photos.  Same text,  glossier 
more professional presentation. 
Sean Adcock 
 
Stone Wall Construction in West Cork, by Conor Rush, 31 pages, West Cork Leader Co-Operative 
society Ltd.   
Written by a traditional stone mason, this contains much information about walling in West Cork with 
some good pictures.  This is available free of charge (if in print) from West Cork Leader, e-mail: 
wclc@wclc.iol.ie 
Dave Perry 
 
Stone Buildings.  P.McAfee,  O’Brien Press, Dublin. 224pp.  Repeats much of the information in “Irish 
Stone Walls” , not surprisingly concentrates on builidings.  Completely masonry, no dry stone (Ireland 
being home to Skellig and Gallarus inter alia., this is a little disappointing).   Well presented none the 
less. 
Sean Adcock. 
 

BRANCH ROUND UP 
 
Membership 
 
Membership runs from January so is now overdue.  Open £30, Professional £60.  These rates include 
membership of the National Association, if you are already a national Member Branch membership is 
£10.   Branch supporters pay £5 and receive “Stonechat”.  Supporters are welcome at meetings and 
to pop in at events, but have no voting rights, and cannot be directly involved in running events 
(insurance considerations). 

Membership renewals are enclosed in this issue for 2009, in the October/November Winter issue the 
membership application forms for 2010 will be enclosed, with reminders in the Spring  2010 issue. 
 
Cerrig Competition 
A last minute decision was taken to hold the Cerrig competition this year having been concerned that 
the Branch couldn’t really afford it, and that competitor numbers for recent years didn`t really justify it .  
The idea was mooted to those members who were Master Craftsmen that they should make a small 
donation of £25 each, all those approached agreed that it was a good idea.  Two didn`t mention that it 
was a good idea for other master Craftsmen to make a donation, but that`s another story.  Anyway 
thanks to Alan, Alaw, Arwel, Gareth & Sean for their £25s.   With an additional cheque for £100 from 
Justin Kellett of Anglesey Masonry Ltd. (Aber Quarry, Moelfre), we had enough to meet a reasonable 
proportion of the cost and so Judges Vic Hollings from Keighley and Alan Jones (Llangernyw)  were 
signed up.  By Wednesday we had 15 entrants, and three commemorative trophies for the winners of 
each class had arrived.  And then….. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
I’ve purloined this photo from “krissyrigo” on a blog www.enjoylifeandprosper.wordpress.com whom I 
was unable to contact for permission. 
 
Unfortunately the Cerrig show was cancelled and so was the competition as the site rapidly converted 
into a lake. 
 
Thanks for everyone who entered, hopefully we’ll have better luck this year. 
 
Branch Meetings 
The AGM was held on 10th Dec 2008, at the Foelas Arms. The following officers were elected.   
Chairman- Craig Evans; Vice- chairman - Richard Jones; Treasurer- Gwennan Edwards; Secretary- 
Sean Adcock; DSWA Management Committee Representative- Gareth Pritchard.   The meeting was 
followed by a viewing of Irwin Campbell`s “The Broch” DVD. 
Full copies of the minutes are available from Sean if required. 
 
The next meeting is at  7.30pm Bryn Tyrch, Capel Curig.  Guest speaker from North Wales Search and 
Rescue Dog Association. 
 



  
The meetings start at 7.30 sharp with a brief report from the Branch Officers, followed by any 
business from the floor.  This is followed by the speaker.  Arrive at 7 if you want a chat!  All venues 
provide food, arrive in plenty of time to order! 
 
Training 
We’re running 4 taster days (£10/head) aimed at new-comers, see diary for venues and dates.  
Please drop in if only to show your support and have a chat.  If you’d like to help contact whoever’s 
responsible for the day. 
 
These are backed up by 2 weekend training courses (Again see diary) .  £80 for the weekend.   Taster 
course fees are refundable for those attending training course.  10% discount on courses for Branch 
Members. 
 
Socials 
We’re holding a BBQ during the Gwynedd Training Course, on Saturday 25th July.  The BBQ will be 
taking place at Beudy Llwyd a renovated barn on Blaen y Nant.  It used to be a smithy when the 
drovers gathered stock at the head of the valley before heading off towards Capel Curig and beyond.    
Its alongside a river and clapper bridge, with a waterfall in the background an idyllic spot and all 
weather catering.   In the last 10 years around a mile and a half of wall has been renovated on Blaen 
y Nant, all sorts of features, shapes and sizes.  There will be a guided walk for all interested, from 
about 5pm onwards. 

All for £5.  Be there or B  sQuare 
 
To maintain the party mood here will be snacks, cake, tea, coffee and possibly a can following this 
year’s Cerrig Competition.  It’s free. 
 
Don’t forget to arrive early at meetings for a bite to eat and a chat.   
 
Displays 
We shall be making our debut at the Eyrys Tractor gathering and hope to be at the Snowdonia 
Society Competition, Nant Peris carnival, and a couple of shows in the east.  Where and when will be 
confirmed in the next “Stonechat”. 
 
 
USE  IT OR LOSE IT 
 
When I agreed to take over as Secretary I laid down an ultimatum of sorts.  Run at least a skeleton 
programme of a set number of events or I would stand down after a year.  Do you want a Branch? 
 
If half the members/supporters attended 2 out of 3 meetings and brought a guest to 1, attendance 
would be almost doubled and the committee’s morale boosted immeasurably.  If every member gave 
up one day to help at an event we’d be able to attend 3 times as many and deal with them more 
professionally.  If half the membership/supporters attended the competition and two-thirds of them 
competed it would be close to being the biggest competition in Britain. 
 
If YOU gave up 2 evenings and two days a year all this could happen the Branch could grow and the 
burden spread, instead nothing happens unless carried by one of the committee,   
 
Is it much to ask? 
 
I send out magazines to names I cannot put a face to, it’s not as if there are that many to choose 
from.  If the 5 members of the committee didn’t do everything there would be no branch, and if you the 
membership are not careful there won’t be one.     
 
Sean  

��
���
Date Event       Contact 
 
18.3 Branch Meeting.  7.30pm Bryn Tyrch, Capel Curig 
  Guest speaker from North Wales Search and Rescue  
  Dog Association 
16.5 Taster Day, Cae Gwyn, Cyffiliog, Ruthin.   Craig 
20.5 Committee meeting 
23.5 Taster Day, Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon.    Gareth 
27.6 Taster Day, Cae Gwyn, Cyffiliog, Ruthin.   Craig 
27.6  Taster Day, Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon.    Gareth 
1.7  Branch Meeting.  7.30pm  White Lion, Cerrig y Drudion 
  Guest speaker Fiona Gale, Denbighshire County 
  Archeologist will be talking about hill forts. 
18/19.7 Training Course, Cae Gwyn, Cyffiliog, Ruthin.  Craig 
25/26.7 Training Course, Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon.  Sean 
25.7 BBQ Blaen y Nant, Nant Ffrancon.     Sean 
26.7 Display Eyryrs Tractor gathering    Craig 
5.9  Competion, Cerrig y Drudion Show.     Sean/Craig 
4.11 Branch AGM.  Foelas Arms, Pentrefoelas.  7.30pm.   
  Guest Speaker Philip Clark  
  (former DSWA international co-ordinator)   

 
We also plan to be at several shows/events during the summer, including the 
Nant Peris Carnifal, and Snowdonia Society Competition .  Details for these are 
currently being finalised. 
 

���	
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Craig Evans (Chairman) Tel:  01824 750650 

Llwyn Bresych, Clawdd Newydd, Ruthin.  LL15 2NF 
Tcskills@fsmail.net 

 
Sean Adcock (Secretary/Editor) Tel:  01286 871275 

2 Bryn Eithin, Waen, Penisarwaen, Caernarfon, Gwynedd, LL55 3PW 
sean@stonewaller.freeserve.co.uk 

 
Gareth Pritchard (management Committee rep) Tel:  01492 540386  

8 Gwelfryn, Mochdre, Colwyn Bay. 
gareth386@uwclub.net 

 


