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ED. 
Summer has arrived and a somewhat frenetic one its proving to be. We seem to be doing 

something somewhere most weekends, and yes ‘Stonechat” is late again. It is however a bumper 
summer issue, which I hope you all enjoy. As this is issue is about to clash with “Branch News”  
apologies to Branch members for any repetition, just our circulation is now such that more copies go 
to non-members who don’t get “Branch News” than members.  Know of anyone who might be willing 
to sponsor the mag? 

Without further ado here we go. 
Sean 
 

 
FROM THE CHAIR 

Ah, apologies to everyone and especially Don. The hard copy seems to have disappeared. Don 
can’t find the soft copy on his complicator [sic].  Its all my fault really.  In the meantime here’s a photo 
Don sent for inclusion about a year ago….   

 
 

 
 

If you want your walls to last longer than this example, then you must cover your joints! 
Balancing Rocks, Harare, Zimbabwe. (Photo David Trickett. Published by Tourist Promotions in 

Africa, Zimbabwe) 
 
 
 
\low we can finally get going. Over to Tim for a bit of trumpet blowing. 
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BRANCH OF THE YEAR COMPETITION 1994 
 

On 29 May the North Wales Branch was presented with the Adair Houston Trophy for gaining the 
DSWA’s “Branch of the Year” prize for 1994. This is the first time that North Wales has won this prize 
and we are very proud and elated to have done so. We are grateful to Sean Adcock for all his hard 
work in preparing our submission for consideration. This submission consisted of a sort of up-market 
scrap book of all the activities of the Branch during 1994 including Branch meetings, speakers, 
training courses run, newsletters to members, publicity gained in the press and on TV and Radio, 
numbers of members gained during the period, leaflets produced etc. At the end of the day this was 
produced as a very presentable, glossy covered book entitled “Review of 1994”. this has since been 
used as a tool in making approaches to prospective sponsors. Derbyshire Branch were a close 
second, North Wales having apparently gained the advantage through being a small Branch which 
had practically doubled its membership during the course of the year. 

Our thanks go to Derbyshire Branch for giving us a close run for our money. Previous winners of 
this trophy are: 1985 Derbyshire; 1986 Central Scotland; 1987 West Yorkshire; 1988 Yorkshire Dales; 
1989 West Yorkshire; 1990 Central Scotland; 1991 Stewartry; 1992 Derbyshire and 1993 Central 
Scotland. 

The trophy itself is remarkable in that it is a single cast in brass and set in wood. It features two 
wallers, one standing the other kneeling next to a section of wall which they are building or repairing. 
Little is known about it other than someone came across it in a second hand shop. 

Until 1994 entries to the competition had to be made in the form of a “scrapbook” of sorts. This 
meant that those branches without someone with the energy and resource to collate and produce a 
visually appealing submission were excluded from the competition. From 1995 the DSWA have 
decided that all (currently 21) branches will automatically be considered for an initial sift subject to 
them completing a form summarising their branch activities for the relevant year. 

Tim Roberts 
 
 

MASTER CLASS: Slate Part 2.  
 
In the last issue of “Stonechat” we looked at the similarities in approach to working with different 

types of slate. In this article we look at the methods employed in, and differences between, building 
with cut slate and slate waste. 

 
Cut Slate Walls 

These can be found following either coursed or random patterns. Here I will only give passing 
mention to coursed walling as at some future date I will be tackling this method of walling in more 
general detail. 
Working with cut (sawn) slate is not as easy as it looks. The stones are not always as regular as they 
appear, often tapering slightly from one end to the other so that when you place a stone on top 
 

 

of them it slopes horribly. The ideal solution is to find another stone with an inverse slope to place on 
top thus cancelling out the difference. Fine in theory but in practice reliant more on luck than 
judgement. The alternative is to find a sliver which is tapered and can be used to level off the slope, if 
this sliver is not tapered an undesirable gap will be left below the next building stone. Failing in either 
method you are stuck with a sloping stone, the next stone on top of this will follow this slope and 
hence the problem will persist. 

Unfortunately there is no miracle cure to this problem, in fact with coursed cut slate walls the 
coursing is often wavy as dictated by the nature of the stone and not necessarily sloppy workmanship. 

 

 
 

Well coursed slate wall, Coed y Parc, Bethesda.  Photo © S.Adcock 
 

 
You need to take care when matching adjacent stones for height in both coursed and random 

work. If they do not match exactly then it is impossible to place a stone on top of them, everything you 
have is more or less flat and hence small irregularities cannot be accommodated. One solution is to 
employ thin levelling stones, and whilst not unacceptable you need to take care not to end up with a 
wall 

 
where these are liberally sprinkled throughout the face. With care you should be able to avoid an 
over-proliferation of them and with random work in particular ensuring steps between stones of 1” or 



more can virtually remove the need for particularly thin levelling stones. 
Another solution would be to split the larger stone to size so that it matches the height of its 

neighbour. This does not necessarily work particularly well. A chisel is fairly essential and used to split 
the slate at three or four inch intervals along the desired cleave line. Unfortunately slate blocks don’t 
seem to split very well if you are attempting to take off less than ½”, rather the slate flakes at the 
edges and you can’t continue the cleaving across the whole surface of the block which will still be 
proud of its neighbour and hence the problem remains. Splitting off larger amounts works well, but 
then if its a larger amount the need for a thin levelling stone doesn’t exist and there was probably little 
need to split the stone anyway. Consequently you shouldn’t really be splitting that many stones, and 
the risk in splitting too many is that you will end up using an excessive amount of thin (fragile) stone to 
regain the finished height with the stone available. Take care and get it right without splitting or 

levelling, at times it seems nigh on 
impossible, but it  isn’t. 

One of the nice things about 
working with cut slate can be the nice 
flat ends of the stones, especially 
where the slate is brick like. Getting 
stones to butt together tightly can be 
oh so simple. Fortunately this seems 
to be the norm, if the end of the slate 
is angled then you have to find a 
matching angled stone to be its 
neighbour or more normally use the 
stone with the angle tapering into the 

wall and avoid 
using two pointed stones next to each other (as detailed in “Stonechat’. June i994. 

 
One other solution to this minor problem is to have a Stihl stonecutter or similar tool handy - and a 

rich client! 
 
Care needs to be taken when working with blocks to ensure that you bridge joints sufficiently in 

order to avoid creating a virtual running joint. Another problem exists in achieving an even batter 
without having to leave steps in the face of the wall. Blocky stone walls tend to be built more vertically 
than is the norm for this very reason. This and more dealing with blocky stone will form the basis for a 
future “Master Class”. 

 
Slate Waste 

In my opinion amongst the most difficult of stone types to produce a good looking end result with. 
Irregular faces, stones which refuse to butt together properly, small gaps, thin wedges, lots of long 
traced stones- where stones with parallel bedding planes seem to be the exception to the rule. Stones 
with slightly domed bedding planes, even flattened, elongated “S’s” are not uncommon and believe 
me triangular slates do exist. Damage limitation is often the norm. 

 
With perseverance it is possible to utilise these irregularities, as with other stone types to get a 

tight face as an undulation in the stone you are placing fits snugly in the slight dip created by the 
stones you are placing it on. These irregularities can also circumvent the problem of exactness 
required for cut slate. 

Of course it isn’t all quite so straightforward, especially where you are placing larger (or tracing 
longer) slates on top of three or more stones in the previous ‘course’. Frequently the irregularities 
mean that they refuse to sit on every stone under them even when you have taken the effort to 
provide a nice level bed. In fact the problem normally lies in the fact that you’ve provided a nice level 
bed. It might be what you are theoretically supposed to do, unfortunately as is often the case, it 
doesn’t always make life easy. The ideal solution is to try and build an uneven surface for these 

 
 

 
 stones to sit on, bearing in mind that once they are in place their orientation should follow a true level 
and not slope up or down along their overall length. Again this is easier said than done and I would 
defy virtually anyone to build the wall to accommodate these irregularities in every instance. 

 
So what can you do? Well at the risk of being ostracised by the ranks of fellow Master Craftsmen, I 

believe that at times there is little choice other than to jam stones in from the front. A cardinal sin this 
may be but I wait for a suitable alternative to be put forward. You can spend forever putting a slab on, 
examining a gap, removing the slab, filling the gap, putting the slab on and then it is no longer sitting 
firmly on one of the other stones under it. 

Cheating it might be but there is still a right arid a wrong way, or perhaps a less bad and a 
disastrous way. The stone to be jammed in place should run as far into the wall as is practically 
feasible. It is not possible to actually quantify this, although anything less than 6 could certainly be 
regarded as skimping. The stone should also be slightly thicker than the gap, but only just. Again this 
is not quantifiable, although we are probably talking in terms of around an eighth of an inch or less. If 
the stone is too small then it will wobble around in the gap if it is too big it will either shatter under the 
force required to try to knock it in if you can get it in at all, or it will lift the stone so that it is no longer 
sitting securely on the other stones. Once this stone is in place and tight it is important to check that 
the rest of the stones below the slab are tight, if they are not do not continue the process, remove the 
slab and start again. 

Before anyone says ‘what about filling these gaps from the inside of the wall’ I would like to make 
the following observations. Yes this would be the preferred method fine in theory but not always 
possible in practice with slate. Here you are dealing with gaps below a stone which runs into the wall 
by probably around 8-12”, the gap in question is probably less than 3/4“ (and more likely less than 
½”), getting your fingers into the gap is one thing, getting a stone to be a very tight fit is another. The 
two combined can be virtually impossible and surely the outlined method is preferable to leaving a 
gap or having loose stones. As long as the stones jammed into place run a good distance into the 
wall, everything is tight and all gaps beneath the stone are filled, you should have a solid long lasting 
wall. Just avoid doing it all the time, preferably only using this method as a last resort. 

Unlike cut slate the ends of slate waste tend to be nastily sloping, irregular, mis-shapen 
abominations. They hardly ever seem to butt together in a way that gives a neat finish, this doesn’t 
matter as long as they are butting together. I have mentioned that stones should butt together into the 
wall for as much of their length as is possible (“Stonechat” ,March i994).  With slate this might mean 
only an inch or two where the ends are misshapen. In these instances the stones should be dressed 
to give a better fit. 

Slate waste breaks/dresses relatively 
easily. The only problem is that it tends 
to shatter or split along its bedding 
planes more than you want it to. The key 
is to chip little and often trying to take off 
an inch at a time rather than 3 or 4 
inches. It is useful to find a square 
edged stone and place the stone you 
wish to dress on this with the point you 
want to dress it to on the edge of the 
square stone. Then you put weight on 
the stone close to the desired point you 
want to dress it to (kneel on 

 
it or place a boot on it) and chip away to 
your hearts content. 

Well that’s about all I can think of for now. Next time we’ll have a look at dressed slate, and what 
the similarities and differences working with shale presents. 

Sean Adcock 
 



ROGUES GALLERY 
 

 
 

Not all bad walls come from North Wales. 
Bob Freeman sent in this photograph of a wall he stumbled across in Derbyshire. 

Presumably the builder had been out on the town the night before! 
Bob has been lll recently. I’m sure we all wish him a speedy recovery. 

 
 
 

KILLING A CRAFT 
“Dry stone walling, that’s a dying craft isn’t it?” This sort o(comment/question is grist to the mill of 

those manning the Branch stand at shows and events. Of course it isn’t we reply. The DSWA has 21 
Branches across Britain and Training is one of the key activities for most of these. The North Wales 
Branch runs a series of weekend and other training courses, in 1994 the Branch trained 48 individuals 
with a total of 157 trainee/days. So far this year we have trained 26 individuals for around 100 
trainee/days and have several more courses across Gwynedd and Clwyd before the end of the 
summer. The DSWA runs a Craftsman Certification scheme, the only tiered, national certification 
scheme in the craft. This has 4 certification levels from Initial, for beginners, through Intermediate and 
Advanced, to Master Craftsman for the top exponents of the craft. This scheme is used by bodies 
such as the National Trust who have teams of trainees who work on walls on their estates, other 
bodies such as the British Trust for Conservation Volunteers to keen members of the public. In the 
last 2 years over 150 people have taken their Initial Certificate in North Wales. So we spout forth! 

 
This however is now only one side of the story, I fear we are entering troubled and worrying times. 

The craft was dying out and the DSWA in Wales and Nationally has done much to stem this. The 
situation has also been greatly helped by the grants available since the mid 1980s and the ‘green 

climate’. This is now changing and it can only be for the worse. 
 
Recent survey work in England suggests that 50% of walls are showing signs of dereliction or are 

already derelict, with only 4% of walls in excellent condition and with less than 13% of walls being 
stock-proof. Observation suggests that there is little reason to think these figures vary significantly in 
Wales. More people are needed but the extent of the work required and its cost means grants are 
essential if the network of walls across our landscape is not to ultimately disappear. 

 
Government re-organisation of the Countryside Council for Wales (CCW) has led to the cutting 

back of the funds the CCW makes available to other bodies. Gwynedd and Clwyd County Council’s 
Landscape and Conservation Grant schemes were essentially CCW funded. These were the only 
significant grants for walling available outside of the agricultural sector. Their future is now in doubt -
no money, no grants, fewer walls repaired. The CCW also directly grant aided walling restoration work 
for the National Trust on walls seen as landscape features (barnyards, sheep pens etc.) or as part of 
stock-proofing ecologically interesting areas. Now this money has gone, jeopardising much of the 
Trust’s ongoing programme of restoration. 

 
The CCW funded, and Snowdonia National Park Authority (SNPA) administered “Tir Cymen” 

scheme in Merionydd is secure for the immediate future. An innovative, and expensive scheme (see 
“Stonechat. March l994 its long term future must be in doubt, and as a pilot scheme it is now hard to 
imagine its being extended to other areas. 

 
Theoretically the funds cut from CCW will go to the new unitary authorities who will be responsible 

for grant aiding countryside work if they wish. Already hit by government cut backs these authorities 
will now have to consider such grant aiding alongside education and health care, what chance do we 
stand? Cynic that I am I cannot help thinking this is a clever scheme whereby the government is seen 
to be giving these authorities more money, making any shortcomings seem to be more the fault of the 
local authorities. Walling cannot compete with health and education, but then should it need to? 

 
Then there was the Welsh Office Agricultural Department (WOAD . the Welsh arm of MAFF) 

Farming and Conservation Grant Scheme. This was perhaps the most important scheme for kick-
starting revival of the craft in the mid 1980s This scheme grant aided walls in Less Favoured Areas 
(much of North Wales) by 50% of cost with reduced levels of grant in other areas, the National Park 
added a top up of 30% to this within the Park. Suddenly large scale walling work on farms became 
comparable in cost to fencing. 

 
The scheme began to encounter problems in 1993. Payments were taking an inordinate time to 

come from WOAD, SNPA didn’t pay until after WOAD and then not straight away. Then came AICS 
(sorry I don’t know what the acronym stands for) an EEC inspired idea whereby farmers had to 
compile maps and fill in forms first about their herds of cattle and later their flocks of sheep. WOAD 
was swamped by paperwork, and the processing of grants took even more of a back seat. Payment 
within 6 months became virtually un-known and periods of 9 months to a year not un-heard of. Those 
in the National Park then had to wait for their top-ups. Cynicism or paranoia but at the time I could not 
help thinking that someone somewhere was being very clever in appearing to be green’ whilst in 
effect making it virtually impossible for anyone to get a grant because neither the farmer nor the 
contractor could afford to wait so long for their money. 

 
Then in February 1994 the MAFF’WOAD grant was cut to 30% in the LFAs and 15% in other 

areas. 15% is virtually useless in encouraging work - a lot minus 15% is still a lot, 30% is hardly any 
better. At least within the National Park the SNPA increased their top-up to 50%, so farmers could still 
get 80%. Despite assurances from WOAD the payment system was hardly improving and there 
seemed to be an element of once bitten twice shy amongst farmers, and it was my experience that 
they were no longer as keen to commit themselves to large scale walling projects. 
 
Now comes the bombshell, on 19th. February 1996 the FCGS will end, full stop, no more payments 



even on ongoing projects unless they are part of a 5 year Plan (a slight variation on the FCGS, too 
detailed to go into here and not as significant in walling terms) and no more 5 year plans once the 
current agreements have been completed.  This has essentially been sprung on people out of the 
blue without any replacement scheme ready to be put in place. A working group in England is 
reportedly looking at the issue, but no-one knows if and when any new scheme will be implemented, 
and it certainly isn’t likely to be on or before 19th February. Doesn’t Government planning and 
foresight give you confidence! Farmers are clamouring for wallers, wallers (or at least this one) having 
restructured due to falls in work are running around like headless chickens trying to keep up with the 
work and panicking as to what they are going to be doing come 19th February. 

 
How can a major grant scheme which has become an integral part of the agricultural industry and 

one of the key aspects in the maintenance of our Landscape - covering aspects such as hedgelaying 
as well, be dropped virtually overnight, with little warning, without apparently telling or consulting with 
those that will be directly affected, without concrete proposals (or even proposals of any sort) for a 
replacement scheme. How can we promote good walling when a constantly changing grant system 
leads to uncertainty and short term employment. 

 
Grant systems are undoubtedly a major influence on whether or not walls are repaired, but 

increasingly I find myself questioning their efficacy and value. Quality comes with experience, wallers 
need time to develop their skills. Constantly changing systems and a lack of continuity must surely 
work against the promotion of quality and good craftsmanship. People leave the craft before their 
skills are fully developed, new wallers might enter the system as it changes but the end result must be 
to effectively place a cap on quality. I for one am at the end of my tether. How long can anyone put up 
with the constant chopping and changing, the need to be forever restructuring their business and the 
lack of any security whatsoever. I know I am not alone in thinking this. I despair when I think of all the 
potential Master Craftsmen I have worked with, who’s skills I’ve invested time and effort in helping 
develop, who have now more or less been lost to the craft. 

 
Cynic, paranoiac - or realist? If dry stone walling is dying then the Government are the 

executioners and they are making it swift, if not painless. The only light at the end of the tunnel is 
John Redwood’s leaving the Welsh Office.  Perhaps - and it’s a faint hope - the CCW will be allowed 
to get back to, and on with, its job. As for the future of agricultural walls I have a deep sense of 
foreboding. 

Sean Adcock 
 

The views expressed within this article do not necessarily reflect those held by either the Dry Stone 
Walling Association of Great Britain nor the North Wales Branch. 
 
 
 

MACCHU  PICCHU 
 
In September 1994 my friend Becky and I visited South America. Whilst in Peru we made the trip to 

Macchu Picchu, the lost city of the Incas. 
 
The ruined Inca city can be reached by train and bus, but we chose to walk the 50km. ‘Inca Trail’, 

part of what was once the main access route through the mountains from the city of Cuzco. 
 
The Incas created a network of paths through the Andes and maintained an effective 

communication and transport system over what at first appears to be in-accessible terrain. 
 
The Andean landscape does not lend itself to road building, particularly for wheeled vehicles. 

Indeed the present roads are perilous to travel on. It is un-nerving as a bus passenger to see the 
driver with only one hand on the wheel while he is busy crossing himself with the other. Almost every 

Photo © M.Scott 
 



bend and precipice is marked with crosses and wreaths. 
 
The Incas apparently did not use the wheel. They walked and carried loads on their backs and 

used sure footed, nimble, llamas as pack animals. The style of the tracks reflects this original use. 
Onlevel and moderately sloping paths stones are laid to create a smooth, even, surface. The stones 
are random, ranging from 6” across up to quite large boulders, but all have a flat top surface. It looks 
to be exactly the same principle as the flat pitching done today by the National Trust Carneddau 
Footpath Team. On steeper ground steps of varying size are built out of cut stone, or carved out of 
bedrock. Where the path traverses very steep ground a dry stone retaining wall supports the lower 
side. This allows the path to traverse incredibly steep ground, and even cliffs, 

 
The Incas used their stone walling skills to terrace massive areas of hillside, with retaining walls 

creating areas for growing crops on otherwise uncultivatable land. Stone water channels were also 
built, sometimes stretching for many miles to bring water for irrigating crops and domestic use. 
Although these stone structures have sat dis-used and neglected for several hundred years they show 
very little sign of deterioration. 

 
The important religious buildings of the Incas were constructed out of cut stone blocks. No two 

blocks are the same and yet they are fitted together perfectly. This technique created anti-seismic 
structures which have withstood the many earthquakes experienced in the area. No mortar was used, 
or needed, as the stones fit together so closely that you cannot slide a piece of paper between them 

 
The Inca Empire ended abruptly some 500 years ago when the Spanish Conquistadores 

mercilessly killed the last Inca leader Hrayna Capac and destroyed much of what they found of Inca 
cities and places of worship to build their own churches and municipal buildings. The skills of the 
Incas were lost forever. Macchu Picchu remained undiscovered by Westerners until 1911 and there 
are other sites more recently discovered in the forest covered mountains thereabouts. 

 
The Inca trail took us across forest covered hillsides,, over high grassland, and through breath 

taking mountain scenery. As we crossed a 4000m. pass in thick, low cloud, I was delighted to meet a 
Peruvian footpath gang carrying out maintenance on the popular walking route. We tried to explain 
that 1 did the same job in Wales, but they just smiled and asked for cigarettes. 

 
We would set up camp in the evenings with a view of snow capped peaks and misty forest covered 

valleys, cook yummy pasta and soup, then sit back and watch the stars in the black, black sky, before 
retiring to our snuggly sleeping bags at about half past seven. It must have been a combination of 
altitude, walking all day, and early equatorial sunsets, that made us sleep well even on bumpy ground. 

 
We reached Macchu Picchu during the afternoon of the third day of walking. Our first glimpse of 

the city was as we crossed a low pass at Intl Punku- the Sun Gate. The city is built on the saddle of a 
long spur with the peak Huana Picchu at its end. Macchu Picchu is at 2500m, which is relatively low 
for the surrounding area, and consequently gets the best weather locally. 

 
We spent the fourth day exploring the city and climbed to the top of Huana Picchu. Near the top of 

the steep sided peak the path becomes incredibly steep on tiny stone steps, almost like a step ladder. 
Here the terraces are no more than two or 
three feet wide, supported by tall retaining walls. It is thought that these originally formed gardens 
where colourful flowers were grown as decoration to be seen from the city below. The view from the 
top was fantastic, marred only by the ugly, modern, zig-zag road from the train station to Macchu 
Picchu along which buses wind up and down carrying tourists. 
We were pleased to note as we ‘walked’ down t 
he road to the train station that, due to the constant washing out of the poorly constructed aggregate 
road, there were gangs of men constructing stone lined drains and culverts along the roadside. Not 
quite Inca quality, but they’ve got the right idea! 

Maggie Scott 

 PAUSE 
 
Occasionally I shake the dust of North East Wales from my shoes and venture across the border 

into England. For the last 4 years we have visited Yorkshire regularly on holiday. A bit of a busman’s 
holiday you might say considering the amount of dry stone walls that abound in that area, particularly 
in and around the Dales, and you wouldn’t be wrong. However, I never tire of it and find it to be quite 
an amazing county, not only in the Dales but in other areas. 

 
Just consider what Yorkshire contains: cities in the form of Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, York, 

Huddersfield, f-full, Harrogate. Numerous large towns scattered throughout the region, any number of 
smaller towns and villages the majority of which have I or more market days each week. It also has 
the Dales of which Wensleydale is the most famous, but there are many other less known but equally 
attractive dales to be visited, It has the North York Moors and a coastline to match any in the country. 
It also has (according to my wife) the highest number of flashy 4x4 type vehicles anywhere -and she’s 
quite right, they are literally everywhere! 

 
Our visits have centred on the areas around Ripon to the north of 1-larrogate and on Skipton (the 

gateway to the Dales) to the west. Ripon is a bustling market town where there is a tradition of setting 
the watch each night at 9 by blowing the Wakeman’s horn on each corner of the market cross. this 
horn is blown by the horn-blower in full regalia every evening of the year. Ripon has a very fine 
cathedral, built of gritstone, the frontage of which is an impressive sight. 

 
North of Ripon on the road to Leyburn and Wensleydale is the village of Masham (pronounced 

“massam”). this is the home of Theakstone’s Brewery which the public can tour (and pour!). Haven’t 
done it myself yet but one day... 

 
Masham has a market square which is about the size of two football pitches, and I like nothing 

better than to sit on the steps of the market cross and watch the comings and goings around me. The 
village has a continental feel to it as all the shops are houses, including the pharmacy and a pizza 
take-away. The church sits in a corner of the square and has a Norman tower topped by a fifteenth 
century octagonal lantern, and above that a tall spire which can be seen for miles around. If you visit 
Masham on market days eat the fish at the Bruce Arms - delivered that day by the fishmonger on the 
market and fresh from Hull. 

 
Drive to Leyburn from Masham and find another busy town at the mouth of Wensleydale and 

standing at the junction of four main roads, which makes it a natural choice as a market town. Another 
solid, no nonsense centre, which makes no concessions to tourists. No “antique’ shops here just a 
stout ironmongers where you can buy overalls, a new bucket, or a length of rope. Have a meal at the 
Golden Lion - try the Yorkshire Pudding and onion gravy, and then get on with the rest of your life! 

 
From Leyburn it is an easy drive into Wensleydaie where you can visit Askrigg, better known as the 

Darrowby of the TV series “All Creatures Great and Small’. You can even have a drink in James 
Herriot’s local, the Drovers Arms (The Kings Arms Hotel). 

 
Wensleydale is famous for its field patterns and dry stone walls but do take notice of the many 

barns dotted around the dale. The barns are as much a feature of the dales as are the walls and are 
the subject of an ongoing programme of preservation and repair by the Dales National Park Authority. 
One thing that always strikes me about the dales is that much more is made of the walls and barns in 
publicity leaflets, postcards, tourist information etc. than happens in North Wales. 

 
To the south lies Skipton. Here is another extremely busy market centre and which has a market 

on an almost unbelievable four days a week. Don’t ask what day market day is - just ask when it isn’t. 
The Leeds-Liverpool canal passes through the town and there are wharves and warehouses along its 
banks. The most impressive feature of the town is the castle which took a battering during the civil war 



  
 

Swaledale, North Yorkshire rather than Wensleydale, but I’m sure you get the idea. 
Photograph by Alan Curtis Judges of Hastings, postcards) 

 
 
and is well worth an hour or two’s examination with the help of the excellent free guide sheet issued 
as you enter. This guide takes you on a structured tour of the castle from dungeon to tower, from 
room to room. Caernarfon and Conwy castles could learn a lot from this. Skipton has plenty of places 
to eat and drink and there is an excellent Indian restaurant - the Bengal Palace. Car parking in the 
town is plentiful though rather surprisingly you have to pay the attendant lOp to use the loo in the main 
car park. She even charged me for my 5 year old son! 

 
From Skipton you can easily reach Settle which sits astride the main road from Yorkshire into 

Cumbria. The town is overlooked by shining limestone crags and is squashed between them and the 
River Ribble. Because of the space restrictions all the available space in the town is used up and 
there is a complex of alleys and courtyards. Visit the Naked Man cafe in the square [no mention of 
pubs, something’s up - ed] and see the (almost) naked mysterious carving of a man. Railway 
enthusiasts will know Settle because of the Settle and Carlisle railway [walling enthusiasts should 
know it as the home of the English National Championships - Ed}. 

 
Visit Ilkley and try not to sing ‘On IlkIey Moor Bar Tat’ Don’t visit the moor without wearing a hat, 

it’s supposed to be fatal! Ilkley is a former spa town and very pleasant to walk around. from there visit 
Otley (or Hotton to Emmerdale fans). Another market town with alleys and courtyards, though a little 
spoiled by ‘development’. After all there is a limit to what you can do with cobblestones and those 
small square window panes with squiggles in the glass (help Sean!! - sorry can’t think of any other 
way of describing them myself -ed.) 

 
On our last visit, at the end of may, we stayed on a farm above Bolton Abbey. This was on the 

Duchess of Devonshire’s land. The Duchess is the patron of DSWA. There is a proliferation of walls 

on the land around the farm and on one stretch of about 300m. I counted five creep holes for sheep, 
three stiles and eleven creep holes for small animals (about rabbit size). At another location I found a 
stile up a retaining wall about nine feet high which was leaning over, rather like the tower at  Pisa. It 
was alarming to negotiate this stile because you had to practically drag yourself over the overhang to 
get up it, and the though was in my mind that ‘one day this wall is going to collapse...’ Mv thirteen 
stones wasn’t helping matters much, I’m sure. 

 
We drove up Wharfdale to Grassington and the walls were just amazing. They were literally 

everywhere, and there were many variations in style. Some were built of random stone, while others 
were neatly coursed. Most had the throughstones protruding on both sides, though the spacing of 
these varied considerably. I suppose this was largely dependant on their availability in the immediate 
vicinity of the wall. A new wall alongside the A59 at Bolton abbey shows great discrepancies in the 
quality of the work and has actually collapsed at one point, so it’s not just a North Welsh 
phenomenon. Through stones have been placed in the wall in a continuous course, in effect forming a 
shelf, which generally looks pleasing to the eye, although It makes me wonder if it was really 
necessary. 

 
All in all Yorkshire is an impressive place to visit. Actually living there might be a little different 

because places always look ideal on holidays - a holiday romance if you like. However, I like to think 
that in the event of my winning the lottery I would purchase a bolt hole in or around the Dales. Just 
don’t get there first! 

Tim Roberts 
 

 
THE SCIENCE OF DRY STONE WALLING 

Part I 
 
Stone is elastic. Yes, it’s true; an established scientific fact. When you stand on a stone it 

compresses, i.e. it’s molecules move closer together. When you get off the stone it expands back to 
its original size immediately. The amount it strains (deflects) is proportional to the amount of stress 
(your weight) applied. Therefore, stone is an elastic material! 

 
So, why am I telling you this? Well, having forsaken the arduous world of dry stone walling for the 

easy life at University and, being part way through a BSc, I decided it was time to argue the case for a  
scientific approach to dry stone walling. We often hear about the ‘art’ of walling and indeed, as with 
most things, there is an ‘art’ to it. the art lies in developing an ‘eye’ for stone and creatively solving 
problems by intuitive selection of the right stone for the job. You could argue that this is merely the 
result of much previous practice and applied thought. From my observations the better wallers are 
those who think about what they re doing and constantly analyse the result, rather than simply 
battering away, working ‘from the shoulders down’. 

 
Anyway, for some science. As I have said, stone is an elastic material as defined by the theories of 

structural engineering. It may not deflect a great deal when you stand on it but it most certainly does. 
In a small stone built house the walls may compress by as much as 1mm under their own weight. This 
may not sound like much, it would take a wall of perhaps several kilometres high before the stones at 
the bottom were crushed by the weight of those above. This is because stone is very strong in 
compression. You probably imagine that stone is very strong full stop, but in fact stone is weak in 
tension. So what exactly are compression and tension? 

 
 
 
 
 



 
It is, perhaps, peculiar to imagine stone (or any inert material) actively resisting a stress (or load), 

but if it did not then it would be crushed (in compression) or pulled apart (in tension): 
 

“To every action there is an equal and opposite reaction” (at equilibrium). 
Newton’s 3rd Law of Motion. 

 
It is easy to imagine stressing a stone in compression (by placing more stone upon it) but surely 

you cannot stretch a stone. Or can you? 
Yes! Imagine a lintel over a lunky or smoot. The lintel is stressed like a beam by the weight of the 

stones above. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
As the load (F) is applied, the molecules in the stone give and the stone bends slightly. Stone, being a 
very stiff material, does not bend appreciably but its molecules do. the inside of a bend (even at the 
molecular level) is shorter than the outside (as in a running track). The inside (top) of our ‘curved’ lintel 
is, therefore, shorter - or compressed (stone is very strong in compression); and the outside is 
stretched - in tension (stone is weak in tension). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Theoutside therefore is likely to crack.  Lintels should be made of relatively thickand flawless stone.  

Any flaws should be placed on the top (compression side).  The same applies with a wooden beam in  
construction, where knotty areas should be placed on the top side. Cracking of lintels is not normally a 
serious problem in dry stone walls given the walls’ relatively small size, but it has been a serious 
problem besetting mankind since constructing enormous cathedrals, temples and palaces became 

trendy. 
There are several ways 
to avoid the problem. 
One is to use several 
stones on edge, rather 
than one stone laid flat, 
as the ancient Greeks 
sometimes did. Another 
ingenious way is to place 
a large triangular block 
on the lintel. This 
transmits the weight of 
the structure away from 
the lintel. 

This method was 
first employed by the 
Mycenaean Greeks 
(c.1500BC) but ignored 
by later civilisations. With 
this method the lintel is 
only 

supporting the central block rather than the weight of all the stone above the lintel. 
Arches avoid the problem of stone’s low tensile strength altogether because each stone in the arch 

(voussoir) transmits the load to the next and so on, until the weight is taken by the abutments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An arch (if properly 
constructed) is entirely 
in compression and is, therefore, very strong. 

 
In addition an arch needs 4 hinge points before it will fail.- 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tension (T) – when a material is under tension its 
molecules are stretched.  They resist in the 
opposite direction to the stress applied. 

Compression (C)- as load (P) 
is applied the molecules of the 
stone resist (yes resist) 



 
An arch and its foundations can move and distort considerably (up to 3 hinges) before it will fail. 
I think that’s enough on the elasticity (or stiffness) and strength of stone as a material. It does, 

however, serve as an introduction to what wallers are more concerned with . structures, i.e. a 
combination of the material, and in the next edition of ‘Stonechat’we will see why walls fall down. 

lain Richardson 
 
 

REFLECTIONS 
 
How something as in-offensive as a car sticker can affect ones life. 
 
It was 8th. Feb. 1992, when I was walking with my wife from Betws y Coed via the Miners Bridge 

over Sarn Helen to Pont y Pant and Dolwyddelan. About half an hour from the Miners Bridge we 
spotted, parked in a gateway, a van with a DSWA sticker in the window and very soon came across a 
couple of chaps moving stones. This was our first encounter with Maw [Jones-ed] (his van). 
Pleasantries were exchanged and walls soon became the main topic of conversation. We explained 
that in Derbyshire where we lived, they were predominantly limestone and gritstone, with occasional 
sandstone in places. 

 
I had always fancied ‘having a go’. Doesn’t it look so easy, just placing one stone upon another -

until you start. Then, how many times can the same stone be picked up and placed. Turned over and 
over, round and round, then finally discarded for later use. 

Alaw in his quiet way explained that courses were often run at Plas Tan y Bwlch and that I would 
be well advised to check with them. So before the end of the week I had called in at the Plas and 
obtained a booking form. There was a course due in the middle of May, which I booked on, not 
knowing that by the end of November we would have broken our ties with Derbyshire and moved to 
an equally beautiful area in Gwynedd at Llanbedr near Harlech. 

 May arrived and with it an exceptionally hot week, during which I must have lost pints of sweat and 
a few pounds in weight. The ‘guinea pigs’ who gathered that Sunday evening were introduced to the 
instructors, Alan Jones and guess who - Alaw. At this point I would like to publicly thank the two As for 
their training and guidance. Their quiet manner and stand back approach was certainly different to the 
style of training I had been used to in the past. 

 
Over the last 2 years my aim has been to restore at least one wall per year, which might not seem 

a great deal compared with fellow Branch members, but walls are only one part of the maintenance or 
tasks on a small holding. I often find that the preparation work of clearing and stripping, gets done in 
damp weather when the ground is too damp for other work. Unless the work is an emergency I rarely 
spend a full day on a wall, but normally go out with the intention of working on it for only an hour or 
two. However as the wall starts to progress it’s almost like doing a jigsaw puzzle and just as it is with 
them you slowly get ‘hooked and it is a job to leave it. 

Finally having watched the wallers the other weekend at the Bethesda Show. I have to say I admire 
them for working in damp, cramped conditions, like ants crawling over one another and being visually 
studied by all the onlookers. 

David Beasley. 
 
 

BRANCH ROUND UP 
 
Training  

The Summer season kicked off with the return of a week long residential course at Plas Tan y Bwlch, 
after a couple of year’s absence. Gareth and Alaw instructed 11 trainees from all over Wales and 
beyond, including 3 on work re-training from Trawsfynydd Nuclear Power Station. Sean gave a 

 
couple of evening lectures, with another from Rob Gritten from the National Park. All the trainees 
successfully gained their Initial Certificates. 

This was shortly followed by a week long course for the BTCV on the Most n Estate, Llandudno, 
with Sean Instructing. One of the best sections of wall Sean has seen built on a training course 
resulted, unfortunately most of the trainees were unable to complete their stints when taking their 
Initial tests, and only 2 out of 9 passed. 

The weekend program of courses is up and running, Gareth has instructed at Andy Kehoe’s farm in 
Tal y Bont, and Arwel at Ty Gwyn, Pentre Llyn Cymmer. it is pleasing to see ‘foreigners” on these 
courses following on from national press coverage of the Association and training. 

 
Display  
Having finally got our display off the ground its been clocking up the miles. Having spent May in the 

window of Clan, Llanberis, it has subsequently visited events in Bethesda, Northop, Bangor and 
Lianberis. It seems to attract interest, admiration and dare I suggest a degree of jealousy from 
adjacent stands. As you can see from the diary has a busy time ahead and by the end of the summer 
it should have visited 13 locations, travelled around 1000 miles and been on display for about 50 
days. 

 
Competitions  
The drizzle came and the crowds were disappointing, but the North Wales Championships at the 

Ogwen Show, Bethesda went ahead without too many hitches. The event this year was run jointly 
with the National Trust as part of their centenary. the Trust provided a splendid marquee erected by 
Barry and his Trust cohorts. We invited BTCV to share the marquee. 

History was created when for the first time joint winners were declared in the Professional Class. 
Both Barry and Sean were happy with the result as winning a competition by ½ a point leaves 
something of a hollow feeling, and losing one by ½ a point defies description. Special note should go 
to the amateurs for a particularly good piece of work and the novices deserve special credit for 
finishing their stints to a good standard with particularly difficult stone. The wall is now more or less 
finished so we’re not sure. 

Thanks go to all those who helped out in the preparation and on the day and to all the local 
businesses which help make this event so successful: 

Beran Filling Station; Farmers Supply Stores; CL Jones (Builders Merchants); Dr.G.Jones; Lloyds 
Bank (Bangor); McAlpine Slate Products; Mini Muckshift; Weilfield DIY; Rowena I’ool Hire 
 
 PROFESSIONAL AMATEUR NOVICE 
1. S.Adcock (Penisarwaen)* 1. T.Rowlands (Amlwch) 1. R.Parsonson (Y Fron) 
 & B.Roberts (Bethesda)* 2. R.Jones (Ruthin) 2. A.Harding (Bangor) 
2. T.Hough (Nefyn)* 3. A.Houghton (Betws y Coed) 3.I.Hewitt (Llanberis) 
3. A. Huws (Rhuthin)* 
   
Best Amateur Foundations - A.Houghton Best Amateur Coping. G.Williams (Bethesda) 

 
Only a few Branch Members were present at the Snowdonia National Park Society Competition in 

Llanberis, but those that were there performed well. Sean Adcock won the Professional Class, with 
Aeryn Jones (Dinmael) second and Arwel Huws third with Andy Harding (Bangor) finishing third in the 
Amateur category. Full results will appear in Branch News. 

In the big wide world the DSWA Grand Prix has been winding its way around Britain. Sean carried 
off the Professional prize in South Wales and was second overall before a sprained ankle in Yorkshire 
side-lined him. The finals this year are being held at our own Cerrig Competition. This is the first time 
they have visited Wales so please turn up in your hoards to help, watch or even compete and help 
make it a spectacular day (if you can ever describe a walling competition as such!). The number of 
Branch members entering the novice class has been disappointing in recent years, so this 
year a special prize will be awarded to the best Branch Novice. Give it a go, you’ve got nothing to 



loose and everyone who competes for the first time seems surprised at how well they do. It is also a 
natural follow up to going on a training course and Gareth is becoming very disappointed with you all! 
 
Exodus 

In un-related events two of our members have emigrated to South West Scotland. Maggie Scott is 
spending a year working in the Kielder Forest using heavy horses to extract timber, serving a sort of 
years apprenticeship which she hopes to put to good use as a contractor or trainer, lain Richardson is 
working around North West England and South West Scotland for Shotton Forestry as part of his 
degree course. I’m sure we wish them well. Thanks for the articles and ‘Haste Ye Back’ as the Scots 
would say. I cannot help thinking it’s a shame that two of the best wallers to have emerged through 
the ranks in recent years have felt it necessary to leave the craft. 
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CHAIRMAN Don Eland 01490 420448 
VICE-CHAIRMAN David Beasley 01341 23271 
SECRETARY Tim Roberts 01978 263148 (after 9pm) 

12, Percy Road, Wrexham, Clwyd. LL13 7EE 
PIJBLIC1TY/ Sean Adcock 01286 871275 (after 8pm) 
FUND-RAISING 2, Bryn Eithin, Waen, Penisarwaen, Caernarfon, 

Gwynedd. LL55 3PW 
TRAINING/EVENTS Gareth Pritchard 01492 623537 
GENERAL MEMBERS Andrew Kehoe 01248 370244 
PRO MEMBERS Alan Jones 01690 770653 
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The North Wales Branch would like thank the following for their support in the last 12 months. 

 
Beran Filling Station (Deiniolen). Countryside Council for Wales 

Farmers Supply Stores (Penrhosgarnedd, Bangor), Gloddfa Ganol (Blaenau Ffestiniog) 
CL Jones (Builders Merchants) (Bethesda), Dr G.Jones, Laing, Lloyds Bank (Bangor) 

McAlpine Slate Products (Bethesda), Mini Muckshift (Liandulas), Penrhos Tool Hire (Holyhead), 
Prince of Wales Trust, Rowena Tool Hire, Weilfield DIY ( Bangor), Welsh Water Authority 
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24-27.7 Royal Welsh Show, joint demonstrations with South Wales Branch and 
  National Trust (Don) 
 
29.7 North Wales Show, display stand (Sean) 
29& 30.7 Training Course, Clwyd (Gareth) 
2.8 Branch meeting, Foelas Arms, Pentrefoelas. 7.3Opm 
 Guest speaker: HM Thomas, Clwyd Badger Group 
7.8 Practice meet, Llefn pens, Llanllechid, Bethesda (Sean) 
8-12.8 National Eisteddfod, Colwyn. Joint display/demonstration with 
 Snowdonia National Park Society (Tim) 
16.8 Anglesey Show Walling Competition. Display stand (Sean) 
19.8 Dolgellau Farming Festival, demonstration (David) 
23.8  Merionydd Show, display stand/demonstration (to be confirmed) (Don) 
Xxx National Trust Open Day, Beddgelert. Display stand (Gareth) 
27.8 Practice meet, Giler Arms, Rhydlydan. (Don) 
2.9  North Wales Branch Open Walling Competition,  
 Cerrig y Drudion Show (Tim) 
 This year our competition is also hosting the DSWA Grand Prix Finals 
16& 17.9 Training Course, Cae Haidd, Beddgelert (Gareth) 
16& 17.9 Training Course, Clwyd (Gareth) 
20.9 Flintshire FamersPloughing Society Competition, Afonwen, Clwyd 
 Disp1ay(Sean). Competition details from FFP Secretary (0l352710070) 
30.9 & 1.10 Autumn get together, practice meet and training course, Llanberis 
(Sean). Barbecue on Sunday. 
1.11 Branch Meeting, Bryn Tyrch, Capel Curig. 7.3Opm. 
 Guest speaker: Steven Mack-Smith, chiropractor, on avoiding back 
 problems. We will also be showing Derbyshire Branch’s video 
  “Revival of an Ancient Craft”.   

 

 
 
WELSH WATER ARE MAJOR SPONSORS OF THE NORTH WALES 

BRANCH 
 

 


