The Flag Stone
Issue No. 17, September 2009

Patron: Sir James Gobbo

ABN 31 721 856 687

Newsletter Editor: Charmian Brent

SOUTH AUSTRALIA: Stone the crows
by Bruce Munday

Sheep pen, Rosebank, Mt Pleasant, SA

A few months ago I mentioned to a friend that I am
writing a book on dry-stone walls in South Australia.
After a fit of hysterical laughter she recovered enough to
wipe the tears from her eyes and spluttered ‘I’m sure it
will be a lot of fun’.
Well, she’s American.
Most South Australian’s I have spoken to think it’s a
great idea, but whether they buy the book is something
else. We will see.
Anyway, writing a book forces one to spend quite a lot
of time thinking about the structure of the book, which
in turn means a fair bit of introspection about who on
earth are you writing it for.
I am not a historian, so a definitive history of walls in
South Australia (SA) is quite beyond me. Nor am I an
anthropologist, a geographer, a town planner, a mason or
an engineer. I am a farmer with a lot of rock that I like
playing around with – Kristin says it’s an obsession. I also
love seeing what other people have done with stone,
marvelling at the enormity, durability, craftsmanship and
diversity of their creations. But what I have discovered as
I explore the walls is the great depth of feeling that
people have for ‘their walls’. And what I have also
learned, but should have known, is that I love hearing
their stories and telling them mine. So my book is not
going to be a text on walls, region by region or era by era

or style by style. It is a story about discovering walls in
SA and about the people I am meeting as I travel around.
It was about 1976 that my then neighbour used his
front-end loader to push down the stone wall that had
fenced the eastern side of his property. When I asked
him why, he explained to me something that I had
already noticed: ‘It is old’. But that has been one of
the few sad stories in this adventure. Most of the tales
are warm and uplifting. Sure, you seem some walls
tumbling down through neglect, but that is just the
Law of Entropy at work. But then you come across
someone like Ian Carlisle and see the miracles that he
performs reassembling a pile of stone. Ian, we need
people like you to pass on some of your amazing skills
to willing learners.
Nature might have shortchanged South Australia in
terms of forests for building timber but we have been
blessed with beautiful stone. We have a wonderful
heritage of stone buildings from the simplest shepherds’
huts to grand churches and halls and this spills over to
dry-stone walls. Yet there is seldom mention of South
Australian walls in the national conversation – further
evidence that the history of Australia has been largely
written in the eastern states.
In SA, too, it is hard to come by historical mention of
stone walls. Reading about early settlement, even where
THE FLAG STONE, ISSUE NO. 17 1

miles and miles of walls were being built, you get the
impression that this was pretty hum-drum stuff – just
putting up fences, nothing to remark about. At Kanyaka
Station in the southern Flinders, where many miles of
fence were supposedly built by a man with one arm, the
only source of such ‘knowledge’ is over the counter at
the Mobil servo.
Angus McLachlan commented to me that the greatest
mistake he made when he took over running Rosebank
in the Adelaide Hills in 1970 was ‘I didn’t take the time
to sit down and talk to the overseer who had been there
for over 50 years, and then his father before him, Levi
Meakins, who built many of the wonderful walls
throughout the district’.
As I mentioned before, I am not writing a history book,
but how, why and by whom, are important parts of the
tale. Just as important is the enthusiasm of the current
custodians, as they and the example they set hold the
ultimate fate of these great walls – some immense, some
beautiful and some both.
We are building up a reasonable collection of nice
photos, but sadly last week I missed the opportunity to
capture a wonderful wall wandering its way up Cooke’s
Hill under a perfect rainbow – I did not have the
camera! Ruined my day.
Old photos, particularly in the throws of building or
maintenance are rare as hens’ teeth.
Now I have a dilemma – when is a stone wall really dry
stone? Obviously, when no mortar has been used. But
what about when all the mortar (mud, or mud with lime)
has been eroded away over the years? We have found
some wonderful walls, mainly on shepherds’ huts, which
have been exposed to the elements when the roof blew
off and now show no evidence at all of mortar on
either side. Is it cheating to say that these have defaulted
to dry stone? This will sound like heresy to some, and I
know there are wallers out there just itching to set me
straight as to the protocols.

Pichi Richi railway, Quorn, southern Flinders Ranges, SA
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Shepherd’s hut, Rockleigh, Eastern Mt Lofty Ranges, SA. Dry stone?

Bruce Munday
PO Box 375
Mt Torrens SA 5244
Bruce.m42@bigpond.com
(08) 8538 7075

Still in SA – Ian Carline’s latest walls
Val Carline, DSWAA member SA
I am putting together a Blog on Ian's work. It contains
work he has done in the past in the UK and what he has
done recently here in the mid-north of South Australia.
There's an awful lot of old cottages on the outskirts of
Port Pirie [where we live] that he is helping to restore. At
long last these wonderful places are being brought back
to life.
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TASMANIA:Tunnack Road wall, Oatlands
by Eleanor Bjorksten, DSWAA Convenor in Tasmania
The 100 m dr y stone wall along the Tunnack Road
just out of Oatlands has been saved from removal
and now has a few stories to tell. The first 30 m
were in a ver y bad way with some patches down to
ground level. The stones were spread out and
scattered on the ground, although a few sections
were still full height. Enter a team of Green Corps
members. The stones were roughly sorted out into
large, medium and small with the larger ones being
placed near the old wall, leaving enough space for
safe walking up and down the line of the wall.
After a half day indoor workshop and power point
display with Andrew Garner, the Green Corps set
about rebuilding the wall from the remaining base
up. The end nearest the town was not built in its
original place but turned to r un towards a gateway
set back from the busy Tunnack Road. The rebuilt
30 m have a few ‘through’ stones, something which
the old wall lacked entirely. The through stones give
the wall better stability and it is hoped that in future
there will be less bowing and bending and bulging
of the wall along its length. Presently the top of
this section of wall has a series of stones placed
together which when viewed from the road look like
cope stones but are just left-over stones put on top
to tidy up the surrounding ground. These stones are
not adding to the wall’s stability although they are
adding to its height.
The next 5 m were rebuilt by two people being
examined for DSWA accreditation. To satisfy the
first stage of English accreditation each person
had to demolish and rebuild 2.5 m of wall in seven
hours. This section now has regular through stones
ever y 1–1.5 m at knee height and carefully selected
cope stones, which act like through stones, at the
top. The overall height is less than other parts of
the wall.
The next 11.5 m are the result of a Wildcare
working bee cum workshop attended by 24 people.
With only three experienced wallers to guide them it
is obvious that the number of participants was too
many, although ever yone had a busy and productive
day. The outer walls of any dr y stone constr uction
are easier to build if they taper towards the top,
however, one of the guide posts has been
straightened up and therefore the width of the wall
is the same at the top as at the bottom and there is
no taper in one part. So now the wall has a new
kind of bulge – a manufactured one.
The next section of about 8 m was partdemolished and rebuilt by 12 keen Wildcare
volunteers (who may not necessarily be Wildcare
members) and the worst patches of old wall have a
new life. Some further work needs to be done
getting cope stones on top, patching one last gap
and clearing the ground near the old wall of briars
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and weeds and accumulated soil. The wall is still
there, still a statement in the landscape, but not
really looking like it once would have been. Perhaps

in another 150 years another team of people will
rebuild it once again and a new stor y will unravel?
Another result? In many places in Tasmania new
walls are being built as the participants, ar med with
good will, enthusiasm and notes written by Maria
Weeding, get going in their own gardens. One
preser vation project becomes many projects, and the
dr y stone wall revival goes on.

VICTORIA: Tri Spheres 002
Andrew Miller, DSWAA Secretary
Recently members of the executive of the DSWAA, Josie
Black, Sandra Fitzgerald and Andrew Miller attended the
opening of a wonderful contemporary sculpture, Tri Spheres 002,
in the garden of ‘Caringal’ in Camperdown, Victoria,
The sculpture, commissioned by Dr Tony Brown and Dr
Ruth Stewart, owners of ‘Caringal’, was built by Alistair Tune,
skilled dry stone waller and artisan.
Alistair’s career path is really quite special. He kicked off his
tertiary education in horticulture at Glenormiston College at
Noorat, then worked under the late Bill Harlock of
Pomborneit. Bill was one of the descendants of the Harlock
family who came to that region with their dry stone wall craft
in the latter part of the nineteenth century.
Bill worked closely with Corangamite Arts with the
Corangamite Dry Stone Wall Conservation Project in the 1990s.
Having gained his initial passion from Bill, Alistair went on
to spend time with some of the best dry stone wall master
craftsmen in Scotland, repairing ‘shooting butts’, buildings and
restoring walls
In 2001, Alistair undertook full-time walling back here in
Australia and went on to gain his initial and intermediate
certifications in dry stone walling under Geoff Duggan of
Mount Annan Botanic Garden in New South Wales.
Between 2001 and 2009, Alistair has left his mark in many
urban and rural landscapes, including ScienceWorks in Port
Melbourne. He has also worked with eminent wallers such as
Geoff Duggan and David Long. What has been delivered by
Alistair in the garden of ‘Caringal’ is a stunning work of art
with stone and water as mediums.

It sits beautifully in this private garden but has the scale
and quality of the public realm. I don’t think we should be
at all surprised by where we see Alistair’s work appearing in
the future.
CONGRATULATIONS Alistair on a beautifully executed
work and we hope this is the start of many contemporary
works by you.
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President’s Message
Jim Holdsworth

Greetings!
Soon after the DSWAA was established in 2002, the
Committee developed a vision for the Association. It is
regularly published in this newsletter but here it is again:

‘The Association’s vision is for dry stone walls to be
widely recognised for their unique place in the
culture and economy of Australia and for the legacy
they represent; that this recognition is manifested
by appropriate statutory protection and landowner
and community respect and celebration; and that
the craft of dry stone walling grows as a modern
reinforcement of the contribution that dry stone
walls have made to the culture of early settlement
in Australia.’
It is a succinct statement of how the DSWAA saw its role
in those early days.
It is a good thing to occasionally reflect on cornerstones
such as this.
My reflections on the vision have been coloured in recent
weeks by several small events, one of which was the
Australia’s Heritage: National Treasures program on
ABC TV, which told the story of the Dutch merchant
ship Batavia, wrecked off the Western Australian coast in
1629. The story of mutiny, starvation, murder and survival
is both chilling and fascinating. The remains of Batavia
were discovered in 1963, salvaged and moved with some
artifacts to the Western Australian Maritime Museum in
Fremantle where they are now on display.
Survivors of the mutiny built two huts on the remote and
windswept West Wallabi Island, part of the Houtman
Abrolhos group, and they remain as another vestige of this
extraordinary story.
Why is this of relevance to the DSWAA’s vision?
These huts, now without roofs, have decayed to be
just crudely-built walls less than a metre high. But, being
380 years old, they are the oldest structures built by
Europeans in Australia. Significantly, they are of dry
stone construction.
This puts our vision into a wider context, and for your
consideration I propose this more comprehensive vision
which your Committee is also considering.

‘The Association’s vision is that Australia’s dry
stone walls and dry stone structures are widely
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accepted for their unique place in the history,
culture and economy of the nation and for the
legacy they represent, that governments and the
wider community recognise the importance of
significant dry stone structures built by
indigenous peoples, European explorers, early
settlers and modern craftspeople as valued
artifacts of our national identity, that this
acceptance and recognition is manifested by
appropriate statutory protection and landowner
and community respect and celebration, and
that the craft of dry stone walling grows as a
modern reinforcement of the contribution that
dry stone walls and structures have made to the
culture of Australia.’
Are there any dry stone National Treasures in your part of
Australia?

Josie Black OAM

Founding member Josie Black died on 11 September after a
long fight with cancer. She was 70. It is an understatement to
say that her enthusiasm, foresight and commitment to the
numerous community activities that she pursued will be
missed by many hundreds of people. The DSWAA’s existence
is in large part a consequence of Josie’s commitment to the
culture and heritage of the volcanic plains and the dry stone
walls of western Victoria. If these walls could talk, they’d
surely say ‘Thank you, Josie’. As a founding member of the
DSWAA, her passion spread beyond her local area through
her work on the Committee and as an advocate for the craft
and history of dry stone walls throughout Australia. We will
miss Josie. We are enduringly grateful for knowing her. We
extend our sympathy to her large family.
Best wishes to you.
Jim Holdsworth

Gathering Stones...
Create a dream and give it everything you have,
you could be surprised just how much you are
capable of achieving. If you don't have a dream –
borrow one! Any which way, you must have a
dream.
Unknown

Annual General Meeting at Ballarat

A date for your
diaries
On the 4, 5 and 6
September 2010,
the next International Dry Stone
Walling Congress
will be hosted by
the Dry Stone
Walling Association
of Great Britain at
Ambleside (right)
in the Lake District,
UK.
More information
in the next issue
of the Flag Stone.

Wall stops train – recent mishap on Warrnambool line!
The 2009 AGM of the DSWAA was held at Portico’s in
Ballarat on 13 June. The formal meeting, conducted in the
glow of a welcoming log fire, prompted lively discussion and
was followed by a terrific presentation by David Moloney on
‘The Mysteries of Dry Stone Walls – what we don’t know
about dry stone walls in Victoria’, with lavish and often very
amusing illustrations. Many thanks to David for providing us
with such memorable and informative entertainment.

South Australian field trip to Willunga
by Steve Bottroff
It was great to get together with those that could attend our
field trip in August to the Willunga region. Thanks must go to
Pam Smith for arranging such a great event and coordinating
our progression from one interesting site to another. The stone
buildings, stone fences, dry- stone wells, water runs, stock
enclosures, walls and structures, plus the quarries visited, were
inspiring and made me feel like getting out there grabbing some
stone and building in my backyard again.
The highlight for me was at the Bangor Quarry where we met
Billy Lock the lessee of the quarry. Billy is a quarryman, stone
artisan and real character who entertained us as he described
how he has worked the quarry in the traditional manner for
many years. For those of you who could not make it on the day
it is certainly worthwhile visiting Billy and letting him display his
knowledge of the quarry to you and demonstrate how to work
raw slate into tiles, blackboards and other functional pieces.
The day was absolutely full on and went very quickly and
we had limited time to catch up at the end of the day and
plan future field trips. We had hoped to go to the Yorke
Peninsula region but unfortunately, we have been unable to
do an adequate physical survey of the area to make such a
field trip viable and interesting by that date. Consequently, it
has been decided that our field trip north will have to be
delayed until 2010. However, we might still to catch up on
11 October at Mannum to discuss plans for 2010 and
maintain our focus of discovering, protecting and working
with dry stone walls in South Australia. Please email me to
indicate your interest: steve.bottroff@state.sa.gov.au

Contributions for
The Flag Stone
invited
Pictures of unusual
walls/damaged walls
Dry stone wall-related literature
Any item of interest to members of
DSWAA
News from overseas
Deadline for the February 2010
issue is 14 January 2010
All material to: chabrent@bigpond.net.au
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International dry stone walling workshop/symposium
Mallorca, Spain, 21–26 September 2009
By Tomas Lipps, The Stone Foundation

Artifex Balear Stone Masonry School

In September 2007, a dry stone walling workshop took place in
the village of Deia on the island of Mallorca. It was organised by
the Stone Foundation, an international organisation of
stonemasons, wallers and artists, and Artifex Balear, a
stonemasonry and stone carving school on the island. Thirty-six
participants, men and women from North America and Europe,
guided by six Mallorcan mason-instructors successfully
completed the technically demanding repair of a tall, curving
retaining wall in the local style. We also dismantled and rebuilt a
free-standing boundary wall and built a ramp—all on land owned
by the village.
The experience was greatly enjoyed by the workshop
participants and appreciated by the village, and the villagers, of
Deia; so much so that the mayor of Deia, Jaume Crespi, the
Director of Artifex Balear, Miguel Ramis, and Tomas Lipps,
representing the Stone Foundation agreed to organise more
workshops there in the future.
A project in the village has been designated: the construction –
in traditional Mallorcan style walling – of a small public park
overlooking the sea.
The scope of the event has been expanded – and the cost
considerably reduced to encourage participation.
This will be more than a workshop, it will also be a symposium
and an opportunity for the international community of dry stone
artisans to gather, engage in discourse and to work together,
building in a different style of walling than they are used to, and
with what is probably a different type of rock – the excellent
limestone of mountainous Mallorca.
Administrators and members of dry stone organisations
in several countries, Ireland and the United Kingdom, France
Switzerland, Spain, Italy, Greece and Japan are being invited
to participate.
There will be five days of active, communal stonework, with
explanation and instruction in the local style provided as
needed. Each evening there will be presentations from the
various dry stone walling organisations. On the sixth day, a tour
of the stonework of the island will be arranged.
Mallorca is noted for its remarkable stonework spanning 4,000
years of the island's history. Megalithic, Roman, Moorish,
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Medieval and the stonework of more recent times are there to be
seen and appreciated. A visit to Mallorca is, in itself, an
education. Some of the finest dry stone walls to be found are the
environs of the village of Deia and the neighboring towns of
Soller and Valledemossa in the mountainous Sierra Tramontana
area which is veined with dry stone walking trails.
Workshop/Symposium participants may wish to schedule
more time in Mallorca after the workshop and tour. They can use
this time for further touring or more walling work.
Deia, is a village of stone houses nestled at the center of a
valley articulately terraced with stone from the seacoast to the
mountain tops. It is an excellent venue for such a gathering, as
was proved during the 2007 events. Though a village, it is also a
cosmopolitan community with a variety of cafes, bars and
restaurants in which the workshop/symposium participants can
gather and engage in informal discourse. (It is only a 15-20
minute walk from the village to the rocky seacoast and a
fishermans' cove with restaurants and cafes; and figs, some
of the world's finest, will be ripe when the workshop/
symposium occurs.)
The stonework of Mallorca and the neighboring island of
Minorca can be seen on the Tektonika Gallery page at the Stone
Foundation website: http://stonefoundation.org/gallery/sp01.html
The registration fee is 100 Euros (132 USD) and includes a
hearty lunch with wine or beer each workday.
Registrants will be assisted in finding economically priced
lodging in the village and a campsite will be made available.
Palma, the capital city of Mallorca, has an international airport. It
can also be reached by ferry from major ports on the continent.
Detailed information on local travel and accommodation will be
made available on request.
The Dry Stone Wall Associations of Australia and Canada, the
Dry Stone Walling Association of the UK, the Dry Stone
Conservancy in the US, Pierre Seche in France, Stoneline and
SUS Stiftung Umwelt-Einsatz Schweiz in Switzerland,
Terranoscia in Italy and several provincial dry stone associations
throughout Spain are invited to participate in this
symposium/workshop.
Please make your members aware of this event—possibly
by forwarding this email and its attachments to them; those
who might wish to take part will doubtlessly appreciate
learning about it.
Each association is encouraged to send one representative
(for whom the registration fee will be waived) to give a one hour
presentation on some aspect of its operations during the
assemblies that will be scheduled in the evenings at a small
ampitheatre in the village. If your organization wishes to be
represented in this manner, please inform us of that so we can
plan accordingly.
We hope you will choose to participate.
Tomas Lipps, Director
The Stone Foundation
Miguel Ramis, Director
Artifex Balear

Adaptive intelligence: dry stone walls of Mallorca
By Miguel Ramis, Director of Artifex Balear, a school of stonemasonry and stone carving in Inca, Mallorca

Mallorca is the largest island (1,405 square miles, slightly larger
than Rhode Island) of the Balearic archipelago. Due to its
strategic location in the western Mediterranean it has been
densely populated throughout its long and colorful history. The
successful agriculture-based economy that evolved there made
territory an important cultural issue.
The flatlands were obviously the most desirable areas and
these were possessed by the most important families, the
descendants of the noblemen with King James I, who defeated
the Moors and took control of the island in 1229.
The forests were slowly transformed into cultivated land by
the landed gentry and the religious orders, especially the very
organised Cistercians. Trees were cut, water channels, mills and
cisterns built and the forests physically adapted to suit economic
ends. The mountainous areas, with hardly any soil, remained
wild. The poor people, called roters, (ro-TAIRS) started to
establish agreements with the landlords: for the right to inhabit
and cultivate a section of hilly terrain they would give the
landlord half of what they were able to make the land
produce—the practice known elsewhere as sharecropping. The
wealthy landlords had nothing to lose, and the poorest people
had the opportunity to make a living.
Thus, the hills began to change. Retaining walls, called marges,
tamed the stony landscape step by built step. Erosion was
checked and the soil was held in cultivable terraces on which
crops like olives, grapes and onions were grown, produce that had
been exported since Roman times. The Sierra Tramuntana is a
mountain range in the northwest quadrant of the island; in this
area alone over 10,000 linear miles of marges were built over time.

After generations of hardscrabble life, the most resourceful
and hard working roters had been able to earn the means to buy
the land and the territory started to change from large estates to
small farms or fincas. Social revolution was the byproduct of the
transformation of the natural landscape.
Once the erosion was controlled, agriculture in the mountains
became possible. Vineyards, olive trees and other plants brought
a green carpet to the mountains. Greenery attracts rain, and rain
abets the development of a successful agricultural economy.
The dry walls are a home for many creatures: snakes, insects,
and especially caracoles, or snails, which were an important
source of protein in the meager diet of the poor folk and are a
delicacy still in Mediterranean cuisine.
The last decades have witnessed an increasing trend for tight stone
fitting. This was never traditional in the past. It is nothing a marger
could not do, but simply illogical in terms of efficiency. Furthermore, smaller joints mean the snails would not be able to house in
the marges, thus blocking the possibility of gathering them.
To clarify, we are talking here about countryside agricultural
terrace walls. There are tight fitting walls dating from the
nineteenth century, civil works, such as the roadway walls
ordered by Queen Isabel II. These civil works started a trend
towards tight fitting that is basically urban.

The evolution of skill
Agriculture has always been the proving ground of the art of
the stonemason. The ingrained habit of using stone to build
non-mortared walls evolved into a traditional building art
form, the principles and aesthetics of which were passed from
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generation to generation of craftsmen capable of conceiving of
and executing more demanding and technical stonemasonry
designs such as roadways, bridges, water channels and
reservoirs, flooring, pavements and, ultimately, sculpture.

Distinct features of a Mallorcan wall
Dry stone walls, polygonality and arches. In general, Mallorcan
walls are comprised of pentagonal and/or hexagonal-shaped
stones. In rural walls, stones are usually placed in the wall as
they are found, with little or no shaping, so they tend to be
only rudimentary pentagons or hexagons. In more urban or
formal settings, the stones tend to be tailored polygonal shapes.
The Mallorcan marge is a complex mesh of many interwoven
arches. In a well-built marge, most stones are surmounted by an
irregular arch of other stones—and are themselves elements in
one or more other arches.
With rectangular coursed stonemasonry, if a stone is taken
out of the wall, a natural corbelled arch is formed by the
stones in the courses above it. With polygonal masonry, what
you get is a true arch formed by three or more stones. The wall
would not even notice the missing stone since the arch will be
in tension. Because the ground under a wall tends to subside
here and there over time, especially after heavy rains, the arches
embodied in the wall enter into tension. Hence a polygonal
wall can withstand these movements better than a rectilinear
wall due to its inherent tensile strength.
The arch is one of the strongest and most efficient building
forms of all times, so it is no surprise to discover that they are
integral to this walling system.
Non-horizontal coursed wall
The stones are placed vertically instead of horizontally. In the event
of the foundation sinking, the stones adjust, find new positions,
obey gravity, work like wedges; tensile strength is not lost. In a
horizontally-coursed wall, a subsiding foundation immediately causes
a loss of tensile strength that can never be regained.
It is no wonder that in Japan and Peru, areas subject to
earthquake, a polygonal wall system evolved. The
Mediterranean historically is also a seismic zone, so the
technique could well be a universal anti-seismic solution.
Paret en sec versus Paret en verd
In Mallorca there is a clear distinction between the paret en
verd, a horizontally-coursed house wall built with lime and
earth mortar, and designed to take top-to-bottom bearing
weight, and the marge, a dry wall with non-horizontal courses,
designed to withstand the lateral pressure of the earthen
terrace behind it.
Capginyes
The capginya is a vertical column of sizable stones placed at
regular intervals within the marge. This simple and effective
design is, in fact, an integral pilaster or inbuilt corner that, in the
event of a collapse on one side, limits the damage and sustains
the other side until the repair is made. You can find the same
design, again Roman, replicated in the walls of the houses.
The backfill
The backfilling uses 100 per cent of the spalls, chips, rubble
and otherwise worthless stone to occupy the space behind the
external face of the marge. So the dry stone wall absorbs all the
scraps; nothing is wasted (unused wall stone is removed or
neatly stacked nearby for future use).
The spalls are not just thrown in, but carefully placed, even
wedged with a hammer (or with another stone if the hammer
is not to hand) in order to create tension throughout.
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Here and there at the back of the marge a second wall is
often built, the braó. This is a way of using the round boulders
that would require too much energy to shape. The braó
(‘biceps’ in the Catalan language) is a ‘muscular’ reinforcement,
a parallel wall section that augments the inertia of the
backfilling and helps to betterwithstand the lateral pressure of
the earth terrace behind.
Coping, capginyes and corners
When the marger begins to work, he normally spends a day
shaping the stones and placing them in three piles: the larger ones
are saved for the corners, capginyes and coping, the largest for use
in the first course, those remaining will be used in the body of
the wall. A typical mistake for beginners is to use the stones as
they come without saving large stones for the coping or corners.
The result is an ugly wall with very small stones at the top and
inadequate corners. Such a wall is as weak as it looks.
There is very practical logic in differentating stones by size –
it is inefficient to lift a big stone higher than hip level. The
place for such a stone is at the bottom of the wall, where it is
most needed.

Throughstones
The extensive use of cement mortar to make ‘dry’ walls has made
it possible to break one of the basic rules of building a solid wall:
that the front face of the stone, the one that is seen on the outer
surface of the wall, should NOT be the largest face.
It is best if the tail of the stone extends deeply into the
infilling. Since this is not always possible, at least one stone in
four or five should be a throughstone, that extends from the
face well into the fabric of the wall. Visualise the wall like the
upright bed of the fakir: the nails are the throughstones that
effect a better contact with the rest of the wall.

Freestanding walls
These structures, usually perimeter or boundary walls, are
generally wider in proportion to their height than marges. Why
does a freestanding wall need to be so wide if it is not
working to retain earth? The answer is utilitarian; the
countryside free-standing wall is not just a boundary wall, but
also a way to store stones cleared from the fields (see claper
below). On the neighboring island of Minorca, walls are
nearly a foot wider than in Mallorca; one reason for that is
there are a lot more field-stone in the soil. Another reason is
that the most common livestock in Mallorca are sheep, but in
Minorca there are more cattle and a thinner wall could be
damaged by the larger-bodied cows.
Claper
This is another type of dry stone structure, a circular,
sometimes oval, dome-like cairn of stacked field stones. Its
purpose is to clear the arable land and it is designed to occupy
the smallest possible amount of soil.
The marger, usually the landowner/farmer, incorporates empty
spaces within the clapers and tunneled entries which invite
rabbits to make dwellings inside, thereby providing another
source of protein by hunting or snaring them in the future.
Rutló
The rutló, an indented space that interrupts the plane of a
marge, is a good example of the ‘savvy’ of the farmer/dry
stone waller.
As any agriculturist knows, a tree that is ‘born’ naturally is
always stronger and grows quicker that another planted by
man. That is because seeds thrive best at places where the
conditions are most favorable. So when the marger builds a
wall and finds a small tree, instead of uprooting it, he
modifies the design of the marge by creating a rutló, a
semicircular ‘cove’ that interrupts the wall plane order to give
it a better chance: the stones will retain the moisture and in
winter capture the solar heat to warm the soil.
At other times, the marger incorporates a rutló in the wall
because he has spotted a deposit of fertile earth which, if
covered by the marge, would be unproductive. The rutló
enables the marger to plant a tree here and at the same time
avoid an unstable foundation since the softer earth might
subside beneath the weight of the wall, leading to its collapse.
The energy equation
In terms of results gained from energy expended, the marge is
a very practical enterprise. A rustic marge can be built at a rate
of nine or 10 square feet per day and it will last a minimum of
50 years without any maintenance work. A collapsed section
of a wall is normally 12–17 feet wide at the most, which
means that it can be rebuilt in one or two days since the
stones are already shaped and onsite. Walls typically collapse
in winter, in the rainy season, a time when the farmer
conveniently has no urgent jobs to do. So, as a matter of
agricultural routine, each generation dedicates a couple of
months per year to the building and repairing of dry walls,
usually in the winter. It was in essence a part-time job for the
farmer and something a shepherd could do ‘on the side’ as
the sheep grazed.
Economy of style
The less the stones are ‘tailored’ (from the French, tailler – to
cut) the more natural the wall looks. In Mallorca, on a
building site, an old dry stone waller, even if not seen, can be
recognised: The rarely-heard hammer is a sign that an
experienced master at work. He visualises the space for the

next stone then locates it in the pile. He finds rather than
‘makes’ the stone. Less work, quicker work.
Muscularity
The dissipation of muscular strength during the life of a
person is compensated (by and large) with a more efficient
use of force. An old master can easily keep up with a younger
marger, even above 60–70 years old. Those who participated in
the 2007 dry stone walling workshop know this from
watching the 76 year old Mestre Biel at work.
The team
The best team is comprised of three persons, a master, a
younger master and an apprentice/helper. The master directs
the job and, with or without words, teaches the young master
the different, subtle ways of facing each technical problem. The

young master lifts and places the stones; the master only finds
and fits them. The young apprentice breaks the stones, brings
them to the wall to be placed and provides the backing. The
young master does the hard job, the apprentice the hardest. The
master does the lightest work, but he is the one able to speed
up the job by selecting the right stones at each moment.
An old dry stone waller once told me ‘every stone is useful.’
For a basic dry stone wall you hardly need to shape any stone.
There’s a place for every stone and a stone for every place if
you have ‘the eye.’
It is a pity to spend time and energy shaping a stone when
one that would work is there to be found. Spatial visualisation
is an essential tool of the stonemason and something that
every stonemason needs to develop.
The stone
The kind of stone available is crucial to the development of
dry wall technique. The Balearic Isles are home to several
varieties of excellent limestone of moderate hardness
(5.5–6.5 at the Mohs scale) which respond truly to tools.
There is no need for arbide tools, good carbon steel is enough.
The Mallorcan hammer
The local answer to the Swiss knife design, a three-in-one tool
that makes hammer-and chisel work unnecessary. The shape
of the Mallorcan hammer is an untouched Roman design,
2000 years old.
Its most distinctive features are the concave depression in
the head and the point at the other end that effectively
transforms the hammer into an array of several tools.
Instead of a hammer head, what you have in fact are four
chisels or, better said, four hand-sets. Using only one hand (or
two if a stronger blow is required) the marger strikes the stones
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with precision on either left and right sides, as well as bottom
or top edges. Striking the top edge of the stone with the
bottom edge of the hammer endangers one’s fingers and
requires some care, as one quickly learns when doing this.
The other end of the hammer does the work of a point
chisel. Its curved shape follows the arm’s natural swing

movement, hitting inward towards you like an adze, instead of
the outward movement of the pointed chisel at work.
The weight of the hammer is more important than the
strength of the arm wielding it. The arm remains relaxed, using
only enough energy to lift and launch the blow.
Mass and momentum do the work.
If you study the depictions of medieval stonemasons you
realise that almost all work (including mouldings) was done
with picks and pointed hammers. The hammer and chisel
technique was used more for detailed sculpture carving.
Our traditional Mallorcan tools, which evolved from Roman
designs, follow this rule. The curved saw with the backwards
orientation of the teeth allows you to cut wood by pulling
instead of pushing, using the weight of the body. Other
traditional Mallorcan tools utilise the same principle: the curved
sickle to cut the grass, the adze of the boatmaker, the triangular
shovel/hoe used to move earth and rubble. The reason is that
you work more efficiently with biceps and pectoral than with
shoulder and triceps. The use of these muscles allows you to
work longer and tires you less.
There is always a lesson to be learned when confronted with
vernacular building techniques: nothing is casual. There is a
reason for everything. Like an onion, traditional procedures
keep a number of subtle secrets in successive layers. Revisiting
them with attention can only make us better artisans, proud
and conscious and appreciative of this great gift—the heritage
of the old masters.

Some websites you may like to visit
www.astoneuponastone.com
www.rbgsyd.gov.au
www.pierreseche.net
www.stonefoundation.org
www.dswac.ca
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