
Issue No. 46, September 2019                  ISSN 2204-8316             Editor: Bruce Munday

The Flag Stone

TIntroducing a new President – Jim Kilsby (President DSWAA)

THE FLAG STONE, ISSUE NUMBER 46 <1>

This issue
Young wallers
Setting standards
Reading list
Grampians
St Kilda I
St Kilda II
St Kilda III
Walking wall
Machu Picchu
Book review
Events

Welcome to another edition of The Flag
Stone. The theme is “young wallers”,

highlighting five young people who are com-
mencing their journey as professional wallers.
From what I can see the industry is going from
strength to strength and awareness is spread-
ing. Another chance for certification comes
along again in November (see website) to help
advance the professional standing of anyone
wanting to pursue this career.  This will be
held at the Kyneton Drystone Walling Centre
that I established in 2018.

This is my first chance as newly elected President to write in The Flag
Stone. I am very pleased to take on the position from Jim Holdsworth
who has done a wonderful job during his 15 years in the role. Fortunate-
ly, Jim is still on the committee and I would  say a big thank you on behalf
of all members for his continuing tremendous contribution to the Associ-
ation.

The new committee has hit the ground running and is working hard on a
number of projects at the moment. I will provide details once projects
mature and gain some momentum. We are increasingly conducting com-
mittee meetings via conference-calling, allowing us to share information
more efficiently, particularly with inter-staters, as we work our way
through issues.

I would encourage all members to regularly visit the website to keep in-
formed on what is going on. This is our primary means of communicating
to members so please bookmark it and be a regular visitor. In particular
we have our next Field Day on Sunday 10 November in the Daylesford
area. You will be able to book in soon via the website. Early bookings are
always appreciated for catering – but don’t miss out as this will be anoth-
er great day. Next year we are looking to conduct field trips in South Aus-
tralia and Tasmania so watch out for these.

To close, enjoy this edition of The Flag Stone. It is great to see young
wallers highlighted and a privilege to write this forward as the associa-
tion’s new President. I wish you all well with your projects.

Never too young
River & Ziggy Munday at Weeton

Show, Yorkshire



 Young wallers – Geoff Duggan & Bruce Munday (DSWAA committee)
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In January 2018 The Flag Stone #41 profiled some well established wallers of international repute (all male,
although that was not by design). More recently (#44) we featured women wallers, a cohort not commonly

thought of in this old craft but increasingly making a presence. In this issue we turn our attention to younger wallers
who are in the early stages of their careers – some barely started. That these are all young men was not our
intention and we would love to hear from young women embarking on this journey.

An interview with Ethan Miller (19 year-old
apprentice dry stone waller/landscaper)

TFS: How did you get your job, dry stone walling?

Last year, the father of a mate of mine asked if I wanted
some work in his landscaping business. I had only a casual
job in a chicken hatchery at the time so I started helping
with general landscaping duties which included building
some dry stone walls. I must have shown some ability as
a couple of months later, my boss asked if I would like a
full-time job as an apprentice landscaper. About 80% of
our work is building dry stone walls.

TFS: How did you learn to build a dry stone wall?

The boss taught me. When I started I was just filling the
middle of the wall on free standing walls and filling the
back when on retaining walls. Doing this I learnt the
importance of hearting and the principle of one hole one
stone. After a while and watching the other wallers, I
started putting in the large foundation stones for the
walls being built. Further on, I started doing the main
building of the walls making sure I was using the lines
properly, crossing my joints, making sure the stones were
pinned correctly and stable and running the stones
length into the wall. I learned even more by going on the
dry stone walling workshops our business runs.

TFS: Tell me about a dry stone wall course, what is your
role, what do you take away from the workshop?

I run the class [laugh]; no, I just help everyone out as an
assistant and try to show them what to do if they get
stuck. It’s good to see other people learning to build walls
and helping them out from what I’ve learnt so far. It
makes me feel good about my work. We also get to travel
and meet some good people too.

TFS: Describe some of the jobs you have been on?

Mostly we have used slate and sandstone. We do mainly
garden and feature work which include retaining walls for
gardens and free stranding walls. At the moment we are
working on a large sandstone arch. The best job I’ve
worked on was in Sutton Forest building a long retaining
wall (a Ha Ha wall) plus some free standing walls and
steps using slate.

TFS: What are the challenges being a dry stone waller?

There is obviously a lot of physical work, but also plenty
of mental work, following the basic principles with every
stone you put on the wall: like no running joints, no
wobbly stone, and making sure that the face of the stone
is true to the batter of the wall.

It can get pretty hard when it is hot, so I generally prefer
to work in the cold. The rain is not too bad, but its harder
on the legs with slipping and getting mud building up on
my boots. Also, we have come across a few brown snakes
and one job had some funnel web spiders in an old wall
we repaired.



  Young wallers (cont.)

THE FLAG STONE, ISSUE NUMBER 46 <3>

Building a sandstone arch

TFS: What is enjoyable about your job?

I like it because it is physical work and I am outside in the
fresh air. Its basically just a good thing to do, and I think
of it more as art than work. My favourite part of building
the wall is putting in the foundations. I like to make sure
it is all stable for the start of the wall. I like the simplicity
of dry stone walling and prefer not using electrical tools
such as saws and jack hammers because of the noise and
dangers with stone dust.

TFS: What would you like to do in the future?

I’d like to continue dry stone walling, become a landscape
designer and start my own business maybe. One day I
think I would like to have lots of dry stone features such
as retaining walls for gardens and free standing walls on
my own property.

**
James Duggan (20) – dry stone walling in UK

James (c) with Steve Bostock and nephew; Yorkshire

I have been dry stone walling for the last 3 years, and in
March/April this year I went to the UK for more experi-

ence through working with a lot of different people. This
played out really well as I got to work with several highly-
respected Master Craftsman dry stone wallers from the
Dry Stone Walling Association of Great Britain (DSWA).

I arrived in Manchester and took a train to Kendal in
Cumbria where I stayed for the first week. Kendal has the
nickname ‘Auld Grey Town’ owing to its so many old grey
limestone buildings. During this week I did a four-day
training course at the Association’s headquarters at Mil-
nthorpe, instructed by Pete Walker. The aim of this
course was to help prepare me for the first level exam in
dry stone walling. There I learned to work with random
limestone and build a wall as fast as possible. This was
very different for me because we were working with an
unfamiliar stone type and also building more of a farm
wall whereas I usually work on landscape features and
garden walls in Australia. Some of the new things I learnt
were correct stripping down of old walls, building with-
out the use of a hammer, increased speed and efficiency
and tilting cope style. At the end of that week I passed my
practical exam.

James building a cheek end for one of his exams

On my second week I stayed with Steve Bostock and his
family in fairly remote area in the Yorkshire Dales. We did
a lot of farm field walls and I helped them with lambing
while it was snowing. I also got to build a cheek end on a
wall in the grounds of historic Bolton Castle.

I then travelled to Shepley near Huddersfield in Yorkshire
to work with Lydia and Cuthbert Noble and their friend
Luke Powell. Lydia and Cuthbert are two of the youngest
Master Craftsman in the DSWA (See TFS #43, 44). Here I
was working with brittle sandstone, built another cheek
end, used some different hammers and also attended the
first meeting of the Ellwood branch of the DSWA. This
non-geographic branch was set up by the Nobles and is
aimed at assisting and promoting young professional
wallers from all across the UK.



 Young wallers (cont.)
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Cheek end at Bolton Castle

Next I went to the Standards setting weekend at the
DSWA headquarters. On this weekend DSWA examiners
come together from across the world to examine candi-
dates and compare results so they can standardise their
marking. At this event I built another cheek end but just
missed out on completing it in time.

I then moved on to Steve Allen at Tebay in Cumbria. Steve
has travelled around the world in recent years building
sculptural projects for Andy Goldsworthy and was also
five-times winner of the DSWA dry stone walling Grand
Prix. I spent time repairing gaps on field walls with Steve
and picking up a lot of speed trying to keep up with him.
We also did some lambing because it was lambing season.

The last person I worked with was Chris Ingles in Worces-
tershire where I worked on a garden wall using another
different stone: Cotswold limestone. This was a bit closer
to the stone and type of work I am used to at home.

It was a great experience to meet and work alongside
these people. I learnt a lot of different techniques, work-
ing with different stone in different situations. Everyone
had their own style which I picked up on and believe it
has helped me in developing my own style as I continue
to learn. They all invited me to come back anytime. I have
only got 8 months left until I complete my Landscape
Construction apprenticeship here at home. Later I would
love to go back to learn more from these experienced
wallers and perhaps have a go at more of the DSWA
exams. The exams are a great way to have your skills
recognised, it gives you a goal to aim for while increasing
your skills and the qualification can open the door to
work all over the world.

Four makes a team

Traditionally in South Australia dry stone wallers
worked in teams of four: usually two adults and a

couple of children, the latter often fetching the stone
with a horse-drawn sled. When I met Jon Moore (who
almost qualifies as a young waller) seven years ago it was
just ‘him and his hammer’. Today JRM Stonework in SA is
a team of four led by Jon and with three ‘lads’: Aaron
Slater (28), Jack Pawlowski (24) and Nick Trebilco (21).

Jon had discovered dry stone walling through the land-
scaping trade where he recognised an opportunity to be
creative, particularly in a state well endowed with inter-
esting stone. Aaron, who has been with JRM for three
years, also studied landscaping through TAFE and was
keen to specialise particularly in a craft that others might
have thought was dying out or perhaps just for ‘old men’.

Aaron Slater (top) and Nick Trebilco at Pichi Richi railway



 Young Wallers (cont.)

Jack Pawlowski
Jack had no background in landscaping but was referred
by an RTO that teaches stone masonry, while for Nick this
is his first full-time job since leaving school. All three
wanted to work outdoors which sounds fine unless its 40
degrees in the shade. ‘Not a problem’ says Jack. ‘We start
at first light and knock of early afternoon. And anyway in
Adelaide there are far more great days for outdoor work
than there are bad days.’

So, what are the first things that a young waller learns?
All agree that there is far more to it than most people
realise – it’s not just stacking rocks on top of each other.
Nick says ‘When I started I was really just working as a
labourer, but then Jon eased me into building. After
you’ve been building walls for a while and learned the
basic principles you become very aware of the difference
between a good and a bad wall. A poorly built wall is
probably going to be unsafe, particularly if it has any
height, but also it just looks ugly.’

All three agree that walling requires patience and persist-
ence. There is a saying that: “A good waller can build
about four metres in a day; a bad waller can build six
metres”. Aaron comments that ‘You have to accept that
this could be a long job, even if nothing goes wrong. It

can be frustrating when you spend ten minutes dressing
a stone and you decide to hit it one more time and it
breaks in two; you just have pick up another one and
start again.

‘Patience and persistence don’t mean boring. There is
actually a lot of variety in what we do – no two sites are
the same, there is wildly different stone, free-standing
walls and retaining walls, garden walls and field walls. We
have just returned from a second stint on the Pichi Richi
railway between Port Augusta and Quorn. We had to
strip out and rebuild old retaining walls built back in the
1880s by Cornish and Welsh stone masons. The stone
had apparently been quarried by Chinese workers who
had been in the Victorian gold mines. It’s really satisfying
restoring structures with so much history and also get-
ting a chance to see all the other amazing examples of
dry stone walling along that rail line. It’s just amazing the
scale on which people worked back in those days.’

Nick recalls that ‘About a year ago we had to rebuild a
really dreadful field wall – its was nice Wistow field stone
but just thrown together. It was a real sense of achieve-
ment to strip it right down and turn it into something that
did justice to the quality of the stone and also represent-
ed the style of a well-built nineteenth century wall.’

Jon achieved his Level 2 Certification under the
DSWA(UK) Scheme ‘in a canter’ and Aaron is aiming for
Level 1 Certification later this year. ‘I feel as if I’m devel-
oping my skills, particularly my ability to take in the big
picture so that I’m always thinking ahead. Much as I
enjoy the work, its not a hobby and we need to get the
job done within budget. To keep my speed up I’m always
thinking where to put this stone, rather than hunting
around to find a stone to fill this hole. Level 1 will be an
achievement and I’ll be proud of that, and enjoy the
recognition and the connections it will open up with
other wallers.’

Nick is also aware that he needs to pick up speed. ‘I’m too
much of a perfectionist. I always want the wall to look
pretty and so I spend too much time with tools trying to
make the perfect stone. What I am learning is that the
appeal of the final product doesn’t really depend on each
stone being perfect.

‘One of the advantages in working in a team is that we
move fairly quickly onto new jobs whereas on your own
you could be stuck in a particular job for a month. But the
biggest advantage is that we bounce ideas off each other
and share the problems.’

Jack and Nick are keen to get Level 1 Certification which
would be a ‘feather in the cap’ for JRM, but before jump-
ing in the deep end they will try out on a practice test.
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I recently returned from the UK after attending the Dry
Stone Walling Association of Great Britain’s (DSWA)

Standards Setting course, held over the weekend in mid-
April. This event not only assesses wallers seeking certifi-
cation but also serves to standardise the assessment
process. There are currently twenty-nine examiners qual-
ified to carry out dry stone walling exams under the
DSWA’s Craftsman’s Certification Scheme. Seven of these
are outside of the UK in the USA, Canada and Australia.
Examiners play an important role in upholding the credi-
bility of the Association and its Certification Scheme,
along with maintaining the standard of work expected of
wallers at their particular qualification level.

In order to become an examiner, you first need to hold a
DSWA Master Craftsman Certificate. Two groups of ex-
aminers are then required to attend the standards setting
course once every four years. The aim of these courses is
to ensure examiner marking is consistent and even across
the board. There are four DSWA certification levels, at
each of which candidates are expected to build increas-
ingly complex dry stone structures: Level 1 (Initial) and
Level 2 (Intermediate) Certificate candidates are required
to build a 2.5 m2 free-standing wall under the scrutiny of
an examiner, the Level 2 also incorporating a cheek end.

Level 3 (Advanced) Certificate requires the candidate to
have built a number features ahead of the test day which
can include lunkies (sheep passage-way), curved walls,
walls on slopes, high walls; these candidates are then

required to build in front of examiners a 4.5 m2 retaining
wall. Finally, Level 4 (Master Craftsman) requires pre-
built features that can include steps, stiles, arches, walls
on very steep slopes, curves, pillars, corners etc. They are
also required to build a 5 m2 wall incorporating one of
these features in the presence of examiners. All tests are
carried out within a seven-hour period.

The Standards Setting course is held at the DSWA head-
quarters at Milnthorpe in Cumbria on the grounds of the
purpose-built training and examination centre. It can be
a very stressful experience for some candidates with
around 15 examiners scrutinising their work. However, as
an incentive, candidates can attempt their respective
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Setting the Standards - Geoff Duggan (DSWAA Committee)

DSWA Standards candidates

https://www.dswa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/1-V3-Craftsman-Scheme-full-leaflet-updated-2019.pdf


certification level on this particular weekend at no cost.
Examiners are firstly briefed on the Saturday morning
while the candidates are stripping down their section of
an existing wall. All examiners have mark sheets for
around 15 different candidates. At each stage of the
building process examiners mark each individual but are
discouraged from discussing any results with other exam-
iners. These marks are gathered regularly by the adminis-
tration team and tallied on a spreadsheet. Additionally,
there are the pre-built features to mark for Master Crafts-
man and Advanced levels. By the end of the day all marks
are handed in for collating and finalising onto spread-
sheets and graphs for review the following day.

Day two begins with all examiners collectively reviewing
each of the candidate’s marks. As a group we go through
each stage of the building process, discussing who
marked high or low and for what reason. This is repeated
for each candidate and takes up a good portion of the
day.

It is a long way to go for a weekend, however it is a
valuable experience for each examiner to analyse, cri-
tique and compare their expectations for the standards of
the craft. It is also a great way to network with other
wallers from around the world and make some good
friends in the process.

Following the course I headed north to visit my adopted
Scottish family, Sandra Drysdale, wife of my mentor the
late Hugh Drysdale. I then travelled even further north to
the tip of Scotland to spend some time with my good
friend and fellow Master Craftsman and Examiner George
Gunn as he was preparing the Northstone Stonefest in his
hometown of Thurso. While there I also got the chance to
visit Orkney for a day to explore the impressive 5000
year-old dry stone ruins of Skara Brae and other dry stone
structures including the Broch of Gurness and Mae-
showe.

DSWAA members are naturally interested in the origins
of the only material that make up dry stone walls and

dry stone structures. In considering geological processes
we also connect with the people who experienced some of
the more recent events in the ‘hot spots’ of Western
Victoria and who should be acknowledged as the first
Australian dry stone wallers and builders of dry stone
structures.

Budj Bim (formerly Mount Eccles) is a dormant volcano,
the source of the Tyrendarra lava flow which extends
over 50 km to the southwest. Central to the history of the
Gunditjmara people, Budj Bim National Park is co-
managed by Traditional Owners and Parks Victoria.

 Aboriginal tour guide, Tyson Lovett-Murray, explaining
the engineering behind the weirs and channels at Lake

Condah

Carbon dating has revealed a fish trap system at Lake
Condah in south-west Victoria that is an incredible 6,700
years old. Constructed by the Gunditjmara people, it is
one of five sophisticated fish trap systems built around
the lake’s edge. With a permanent supply of freshwater
and abundant eels, fish and water plants the Gunditjmara
led a settled life there.

On 6 July 2019, in Baku, Azerbaijan, the World Heritage
Committee inscribed the ancient indigenous aquaculture
site, Budj Bim, on UNESCO’s World Heritage List.

Standards (cont.)
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Reading List from Budj Bim
Collated by Geoff Thomas, DSWAA
member

https://ns58.org/


 Advice from the past (cont.)

DSWAA field trips prompt a thirst for further knowledge
and during dinner following the tour of Budj Bim,
participants generated a reading list on the back of a
menu. A strong theme emerges from these readings: The
First Australians belonged to the land, their long-term
relationship underpinned by systematic management of
its resources ensuring its sustainability over thousands of
years – an outcome colonial Australians can only dream
about. Instead of seeking advice from the most
successful environmentalists in history, the newcomers
encumbered the land with inappropriate use, cruelly
casting aside the people who had cared for it so well, thus
destroying the finely tuned environmental balance
between humans and this unique continent.

Jackie French’s quote (French 2013, P 238) captures the
spirit of many of the writings:

“To say I love this land is inaccurate. I am part of it. ………
Without it, the person I am now, and hope to remain, will
cease to exist.”

We welcome further contributions to the list.

Attwood, Brian (2017), The Good Country – The Djadja
Wurrung, The Settlers and the Protectors, Monash
University Press, Aust.
Birch, William (2009), Volcanoes in Victoria, Royal Society
of Victoria, Melbourne.
Boldrewood, R (1899), Old Melbourne Memories,
Macmillan, London.
Bonwick, James (1857), Western Victoria - Its Geography,
Geology and Social Condition; The Narrative of an
Educational Tour in 1857.
Dawson, J (1881), Australian Aborigines - the languages
and customs of several tribes of aborigines in the west-
ern district of Victoria, Australia, George Robinson, Mel-
bourne.
Critchett, J (1988), A Distant Field of Murder, Melbourne
University Press, Aust.
Ferret, Russel (2005), Australia’s Volcanoes – an extensive
guide to Australia’s volcanic past, New Holland
Publishers, Aust.
Flood, Josephine (2010), Archaeology of the Dreamtime:
the story of the prehistoric Australia and its people,
HarperCollins, Aust
French, Jackie (2013), Let The Land Speak - A history of
Australia: How the land created our nation, Harper
Collins, Aust.
Frost, Lucy (1992), A Face in the Glass : Journal Of Annie
Baxter Dawbin, William Heinemann, Australia.

Gammage, Bill (2012), The Biggest Estate on Earth – How
Aborigines Made Australia, Allen & Unwin, Aust.
Gerritsen, Rupert (2008), Australia and the Origins of
Agriculture, British Archaeological Reports International
Series S1874, Archaeopress, Oxford, UK.
Griffiths, Billy (2018), Deep Time Dreaming : Uncovering
Ancient Australia, Black Inc, Carlton Aust.
Hately, R (2010), The Victorian Bush: Its Original and
Natural Condition, Polybractea Press, Aust.
Haw, Paul (2010), Footprints across the Loddon Plains – A
shared history, Boort Development Inc. Aust.
Heiss, Anita (2018), Growing Up Aboriginal in Australia,
Black Inc, Aust.
Memmott, Paul, (2007) Gunyah, Goondie and Wurley –
The Aboriginal Architecture of Australia, University of
Queensland Press, Brisbane.
Monbiot, George (2014), Feral, Penguin Books Ltd,
Great Britain
Morgan, Sally (1988), My Place, Fremantle Arts Centre
PRE, Aust.
Pascoe, Bruce (2014), Dark Emu – Black Seeds: Agricul-
ture or Accident? Magabala Books, Aust.
Pascoe, Bruce (2007), Convincing Ground – Learning to
fall in love with your country, Aboriginal Studies Press,
Canberra, Aust.
Pullin, Ruth (2018), The artist as traveller: the sketch-
books of Eugene von Guérard, Art Gallery of Ballarat in
association with State Library Victoria, Aust.
Reynolds, Henry (1996), Dispossession – Black Austral-
ians and white invaders, Allen & Unwin, Aust.
Robinson, G A, (1998) The journals of George Augustus
Robinson, Heritage Matters, Various volumes edited by
Ian D. Clark.
Scott, Kim (2011), That Deadman Dance, Picador, Aust.
Watson, Don (2014), The Bush – Travels in the heart of
Australia, Penguin Group, Aust.
Wettenhall, Gib (2009), The People of Budj Bim : Engi-
neers of Aquaculture, Builders of Stone House Settle-
ments and Warriors Defending Country, Emu Press,
Melbourne, Aust.
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In 2011 I was hiking in the Grampians National Park
(Victoria) – it was still a wreck from the massive floods

some six months earlier: huge land-slips, stream bank
erosion and infrastructure in ruins following 280 mm of
rain recorded in three days at Halls Gap. So it was a relief
to return recently and see how well it has recovered.

The track work on the High Peaks Trail that takes in Mt
Rosea is  world-class. The steps used on rocky ridges and
spurs atop Mt Rosea are as natural as possible – blending
subtly with the environment but just discernible as
‘track’. Nowhere is there a skerrick of mortar (except
perhaps to anchor the safety rail at the summit lookout).
The extreme logistical and technical challenges (scroll
down to Grampians National Park Trail Project - Part
Two) to this section of the trail are well described by
waller Gavin Rose.

Along Stoney Creek to Venus Baths there are long
sections of dry stone retaining walls and a delightful
elliptical-section dry stone bridge, also the work of Gavin
Rose. However it was not the first choice of the park
managers as Gavin explains: ‘Believe it or not the
Grampians park managers originally wanted to install a
concrete pipe there and it took some convincing for them
to allow us to build the bridge. The thing that finally sold
them was photos I showed of dry stone bridges standing
up to floods in the UK. Before I built it I asked a friend of
mine who knows a lot about bridges what he thought
about an ellipse and he recommended against it due to

it being less tolerant of vibrations than a standard arch.
The problem was that if we’d put in a conventional arch
the extra height would have meant putting in handrails -
something I wanted to avoid.’

There is a huge amount of work in building a dry stone
bridge as Gavin shows in a series of photographs. An
ellipse is also a very pleasant shape and lends itself well
to a shallow bridge that still needs to carry a significant
volume of water. Determining the optimum profile for a
bridge that needs to support a pavement and live traffic
is not simple but it is interesting.

Retaining walls along Stoney Creek

 From ‘wreck’ to ‘grand’ – Bruce Munday
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Elliptical arch dry stone bridge over Stoney Creek  – Grampians National Park

https://www.google.com.au/search?q=grampians+floods+2011&safe=active&sxsrf=ACYBGNR4ImfyvprYf2tyiyVqcVZM8AxXWw:1567994543657&tbm=isch&source=iu&ictx=1&fir=dEVUlnThr3b6RM%253A%252C10knFOXj3q3KEM%252C_&vet=1&usg=AI4_-kQASui5dzYKudUQ-EbCcdMBBerosg&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjX8qLu0sLkAhU26nMBHZS5Bm0Q9QEwAXoECAkQBg#imgdii=AIdhAxYJuo7MAM:&imgrc=s7O92H34DHZ-5M:&spf=1567994550252&vet=1
https://thinking-stoneman.blogspot.com/2013/04/
http://www.gavinrose.freeservers.com/photo_2.html
https://newtonexcelbach.com/2009/06/16/elegant-proofs-4-the-optimum-shape-of-an-arch/
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Dry stone on St Kilda (I) – Pat Uppill (DSWAA member)

The island group of St Kilda is made up of three main
islands, Hirta, Boreray and Soay, together with

some rocky pinnacles called Stacs. One author
described them as ‘three small islands and five naked
rocks’. Their position is 58° north latitude and 65 kms
west of the Outer Hebridean islands of Lewis and Harris
in Scotland. This makes St Kilda the most distant
inhabited part of the British Isles. It is largely because
of this isolation that the island group has become
almost a romantic notion for those who know of it. This
fascination with St Kilda has inspired a film called ‘The
Edge of the World’, an opera written in Gaelic, short
stories, a children’s story, at least seven books and
television programmes.

I was one who, having read a recommended book
about St Kilda, also fell under this spell. When a cruise
with an Australian company was advertised  featuring a
visit to the islands, Gerald and I immediately booked
our journey. Of course there was no guarantee that we
would be able to land because of the notorious
weather conditions that caused high seas. But we were
fortunate, our day overcast and cold but calm. It was
very exciting to have a dream come true and set foot on
the island of Hirta.

St Kilda is one of only 27 sites in the world that have
been awarded dual World Heritage Status by UNESCO
in recognition of both its natural and cultural heritage.
The islands are spectacular in their ruggedness, sheer

It’s probably fair to say that few of us have visited St Kilda, a dot in the North Atlantic Ocean. Coincidentally this
issue of The Flag Stone has no fewer than three contributions on this very dot. One from the perspective of a

South Australian historian, another from a Scottish waller, and a third from a pair of conservation volunteers.

Pat Uppill’s great-great grandparents came out from Yorkshire in 1839, settling at Encounter Bay where (naturally)
they built extensive dry stone walls still to be seen today. Richard Tufnell was the first certified Dry Stone Master
Craftsman (1983) in Great Britain. He has worked as an instructor and a consultant in dry stone restoration and
training across the UK and USA. He was Vice-president of the DSWA(UK) from 2009 to 2016. And finally Ian Minns
and Prue Noble, two Australians who recently spent 10 days on St Kilda as volunteers with Scottish National Trust.

A bonus for any editor, the three articles complement each other beautifully. Readers will now have such a
comprehensive picture of St Kilda that they may no longer need to visit – or they will feel compelled to do just that!

Remains of the village on Hirta
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St Kilda (I) (cont.)

cliffs rising from wild seas; they are also the breeding
grounds for huge numbers of birds.

Perhaps the greatest fascination is that for centuries the
island of Hirta has been inhabited by people who have led
an unchanging lifestyle. Over this time the island group
was owned by the MacLeods of Skye. They made sure
that rents were collected once a year so the people of St
Kilda were not totally isolated. Never-the-less visitors
were few and a different and unique culture arose.

Around 60 million years ago volcanic activity was a
feature of the west coast of Scotland. The islands of St
Kilda are the eroded remnants of a large ring volcano, the
igneous rocks now forming the islands resulting from the
slow cooling of magna deep within the erupting volcano.

St Kildan islands are stark, rock covered and cliff bound.
They are totally treeless so that timber has never been
available for construction. The earliest known buildings
and right up until 1860 were dry stone. Most were typical
rectangular Hebridean blackhouses (see The Flag Stone
#45) with double skin dry stone walls, the gap between
filled with earth and roofed with thatched barley straw.
These houses were shared with cattle throughout winter.

‘Modern’ houses of 1860 beside the remains of a
blackhouse

After centuries of life on St Kilda the last 36 residents
were evacuated to mainland Scotland in 1930. The
islands were bequeathed to the National Trust of
Scotland in 1956 since when the organisation has worked
on saving and restoring the structures that remain.

Dry stone walls dominate the scenery around the former
settlement on Hirta. A head wall that still exists was built
in a curving arc around the village in 1834. Simple field
walls were built to protect the small amount of arable
land from the livestock that otherwise wandered freely.

Field walls built to protect crops from cattle and sheep. A
cleit in the foreground.

Of great significance are the unique structures known as
cleitean, found only on the islands of St Kilda. On Hirta
there are 1260 cleits and on the other islands together
there are a further 170. A cleit is a stone hut used for the
storage of a wide variety of articles including cured fish,
grain, potatoes, eggs, fishing gear, precious ropes, hay,
manure and peat. Of prime importance was the storage
of bird carcases. St Kildans were often referred to as the
‘bird people’ as by far their most important food was
based on the hundreds of thousands of birds which
arrived in the islands for breeding during spring and
summer. The birds were not just a food source but also
provided a means of meeting their annual rents. The
males of the community were responsible for catching
the fulmars, gannets and puffins from the cliff faces while
the females plucked and gutted them. They were then
hung in the cleitean for use throughout the year.

The interior of a cleit showing the stone slab roof



St Kilda (I) (cont.)

A typical cleit is built in the direction of the slope with its
entrance facing up hill. The dry stone walls are distinctive
in their random placing of stones with many holes
between. This was deliberate as it allowed the wind to
pass through and thus keep the bird carcases dry and
preserved, essential in such a damp climate. While there
are variations in cleitean styles, they all have in common
corbelled dry stone walls, a slab of stone above the
entrance to form the lintel and great flat stone slabs for
roofs, which are capped with turf to absorb water. So the
interiors are draughty but dry. The date of origin of these
unique St Kildan structures is unknown but they were in
continuous use from prehistoric times until the 1930
evacuation.

The ancient breed of Soay sheep find shelter in the cleit
... and Fulmars argue from the rooftop

Since 1959 the
National Trust
of Scotland
has used the
summer
months to
send work
parties and
archaeologists
to Hirta. While
living there

they undertake maintenance and restoration of some of
the buildings and walls, as well as repairing cleits and
doing some excavation work. The Ministry of Defence
leases land from the National Trust and this income helps
towards the cost of works carried out. With such an
organisation in control, I am confident that many
examples of the unique and ancient dry stone structures
of St Kilda will survive.

St Kilda is an archipelago, the most westerly point of
the British Isles. Although the main and only perma-

nently inhabited Island, Hirta is tiny – a little more than
three kilometres square, but a place of superlatives. It is
home to two unique indigenous species, the St Kilda
mouse and the St Kilda wren, and also the Soay sheep
that now roam wild, the only domesticated animal survi-
vors from the Bronze age.

St Kildans are considered the world’s first true mountain-
eers, scaling some of the highest cliffs in Europe for sea-
birds and their eggs. This apparently gave rise to a change
in their ankles, the men developing much thicker ankles
than their mainland counterparts. Their society was re-
markable also – in possibly 3000 years of occupation
there was never a recorded crime. The maximum popula-
tion of around 180 consisted of just six families, yet there
were never problems of interbreeding. Often, when a
child was born, its future mate was already known. At a
time when the rest of Britain was somewhat prudish, in
the rare spells of warm sunny weather, women would
work topless.

The St Kildans were also extraordinarily tough. It was the
practice each October to row a boat across to one of the
almost vertical rocky islets called Stac An Armin and leave
a party for two or three days to gather young sea birds,
one of the main sources of protein.

Stac An Armin

In 1727, the night after two men and three boys were left
on the rock, cholera struck and wiped out virtually the
whole island, making it impossible to man the boat and
retrieve them. They were rescued in May the following
year, when they were picked up by a trawler, apparently
reasonably well. They had survived a whole winter on
rainwater, shellfish and whatever else they could find. An
interesting outcome of this incident is that previously
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St Kilda (II) – Richard Tufnell



 St Kilda (II) (cont.)
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the men were virtually hairless on the face. As re-popula-
tion took place from the Outer Hebrides, the men had
luxurious beards.

Islanders, main street 1886

The climate overall is extremely harsh, with frequent gale
force winds and driving rain, and that presented a prob-
lem in keeping food dry and preserved for the long hard
winters. The solution was found in the cleits, small dry
stone hut-like structures found all over the island. These
are built with deliberate gaps in the stonework so air can
pass through and dry whatever is stored inside. They
work in a remarkable way – with a gentle breeze, the
wind trickles through, but with strong or gale force winds
the walls act as a baffle and the wind still just trickles
through. Anything stored inside is effectively mummified.

The old Soay sheep go inside the cleits to die in a shel-
tered spot and their dried shells are removed by the
scientists who study them each May. Cleits are believed
to be unique to St Kilda, but the principle of these struc-
tures was known elsewhere.

On the Shetland
Islands (and al-
most certainly
on other Scottish
Islands) every
croft had what
was known as a
skeo (left). These
were stone-built
fish-drying huts,
also with open
architecture,
which worked in
a similar way to

cleits. But not a single one survives, probably because
they were associated with a most pungent smell – to be
called a ‘skeo’ was a real insult. The design of cleits may
well be dictated by the availability of stone of sufficient

length for the roof slabs. Although there are vast
amounts of stone, particularly on the scree slopes, very
little of it is more than rubble, and the islanders had no
means of splitting larger boulders.

Because the archipelago has no trees, the earliest inhab-
itants lived in underground houses. Later they built small
two-roomed blackhouses with  massive dry stone walls
with a stone/earth filling. Eventually proper granite cot-
tages were built by masons provided by the Island’s own-
er, the MacLeods of Harris.

There are around two thousand dry stone structures on
St Kilda, and one of the most unusual is a hiding hole, a
refuge built in case of attack by Vikings. Even though the
roof is long gone, so cleverly do these blend in that the
writer very nearly fell in one before it was seen.  When
the British Army came to the Island in 1745 looking for
Bonnie Prince Charlie, they found it apparently deserted,
the whole population concealed in the hiding holes.

Another dry stone form is the planticruse (also known as
planti-crubs, and planti-cro), a small circular enclosure
again found throughout the Scottish Islands.  Virtually the
only cultivated crops possible were cabbages and cab-
bage kale, but the strong and frequent winds meant that
without close protection, the seedlings would twist in the
wind until they pulled out the soil. So these structures,
little more than 1.5 metres across, protected the young
seedlings. Once seedlings reached a viable size, they
would be transplanted into cabbage or kale yards, now
protected by taller dry stone walls.

T he Association’s vision is that dry stone walls and dry
stone structures are widely accepted for their unique place

in the history, culture and economy of the nation and for the
legacy they represent.

Our goals are:

● That governments and the wider community recognise the
significance of dry-stone structures built by indigenous peo-
ples, European explorers, early settlers and modern craftspeo-
ple as valued artefacts of our national identity.

● That this acceptance is manifested by appropriate statutory
protection and landowner and community respect and cele-
bration.

● That the craft of dry-stone walling grows as a modern rein-
forcement of the contribution that dry stone walls and struc-
tures have made to the culture of Australia.
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 St Kilda III – Ian Minns (DSWAA member)

Earlier this year Prue and I planned to cycle tour in
Western Scotland and the Outer Hebrides. I had prior

knowledge of the islands of St Kilda through my other
hobby: sea kayaking – as the remote archipelago is on
the bucket list of many international paddlers. A "google"
planning session well before leaving led to an application
to the Scottish National Trust to be a part of the 2019 St
Kilda Volunteer Program. We were accepted and the ten
day sojourn to Hirta and surrounds became a reality.

After five weeks of cycling Hebridean head winds, we
met our other work party members at Leverburgh, down
south on the island of Harris. We were all excited to make
the journey out to Village Bay on Hirta the next day. Our
group had a range of skills (including a Master Roof
Thatcher – these skills weren’t required but he had a
head for heights) but not a dry stone waller amongst us!

The work party job list was planned well prior to the
volunteers arriving. In fact, many of the material require-
ments for tasks came out on the boat with us. Well
documented, laminated task sheets outlining the annual
jobs had been created for the work party Team Leader.

Each day two or three of us were assigned to tasks that
suited our skill set or interests. Dry stone wall and struc-
ture repairs, under the guidance of resident archaeolo-
gist Craig Stanford, were among the more popular tasks.

I recently interviewed Craig (below) via Instagram for this
article and asked five questions that I thought might
interest DSWAA members.

Q1 What
decision
making
process
does the
Scottish
National
Trust go
through
before
restora-
tion work?

Craig: Structures are managed differently depending on
what and where they are. For cleits, blackhouses and
enclosure walls (all dry stone) for example, it’s whether
they are in the Cleit Conservation Program or the Zone of
Intervention. Both these were drawn up about 20 years
ago. The CCP is a representative sample (about 25%) of
all cleits on Hirta, including several of every type of cleit,
any which are unusual, and a sample from each part of
the island. The Zone is most of Village Bay skyline, and
reflects the importance of that area as the focus of hu-
man occupation on the island for 5000 years.

Wall in Village Bay

http://www.visitouterhebrides.co.uk/
https://www.nts.org.uk/visit/places/st-kilda/highlights/conservation-work
https://www.nts.org.uk/visit/places/st-kilda/highlights/conservation-work
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Q2  To restore or not restore – that is the question. Are
some structures more important than others?

Craig: Most decisions to conserve or not are based on
whether they are covered by one of the two programs
above. Some structures are more important than others,
maybe because they preserve evidence of unusual prac-
tice or older structures. Some are more valuable for the
modern day St Kildan community such as the chimney cleit.

Q3 Are there examples of re-purposed stones?

Craig: It’s very common to find stone tools built into walls,
and there are even three early crosses (800AD) which
have been re-used in a cleit, a house and a drain!

Q4 Zen and cleit restoration. As our Work Party spent
time with you, you spoke eloquently of the story of each
stone and its placement. Could you elaborate on this.

Craig: For me, built heritage is ‘fossilised human thought’.
Their mistakes, their learned experience, their choices are
all preserved in our walls. Each stone was placed there by
choice, there was a process behind it, even if a very simple
one! St Kilda is very well preserved, and it’s a chance to
see ‘fossilised human thoughts’ covering a beautiful and
extreme island. The last St Kildan has died, these walls are
the only voice they have left, and our work on St Kilda
aims to preserve that voice for as long as we can.

Q5  Finally, any thoughts about past, present and future
issues in dry stone wall restoration?

Cleit roof repair team with Craig Stan-
ford - like a 3-D jig saw puzzle

Craig: Using the stone for stone technique on St Kilda is
time consuming and takes an enormous amount of pa-
tience, especially for large walls. Finding dry stone wallers
who can do that has been very challenging! Sometimes it
will take a week or more to repair just two metres of wall,
and it can be frustrating building to a photograph. Get-
ting the right kind of skill is the real issue for us on St Kilda.

Prue and I would highly recommend participation in a St
Kilda Work Party. Although the program is not inexpen-
sive, the experience in such a unique setting was unfor-
gettable. And as Craig has mentioned above – dry stone
wallers from OZ would be welcomed with open arms.
Applications open November 2019.

Original Black
House used prior
to construction of

cottages



British sculptor/waller Andy Goldsworthy is no
stranger to the unconventional. In an ongoing

project at Kansas City’s Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art,
Goldsworthy is creating a “walking wall,” assembling and
then disassembling the same limestone rocks, moving
them across the landscape of the museum’s campus.

Artist Andy Goldsworthy watches as his crew builds the
the first section of “Walking Wall”

The project, in five sequential stages, began in March and
will finish in November. Goldsworthy and a team of ex-
pert local wallers build a section of wall 100 yards long
with 100 tons of limestone, then tear it down and rebuild
it section by section over time, essentially creating a wall
that will walk across the landscape and eventually into
the museum itself.

Goldsworthy says his artistic concept is expressed by
the late Cumbrian poet Norman Nicholson:

A wall walks slowly,
At each give of the ground,

Each creak of the rock’s ribs,
It puts its foot gingerly,

Arches its hog-holes,
Lets cobble and knee-joint

Settle and grip
As the slipping fellside

Erodes and drifts,
The wall shifts with it,
Is always on the move.

They built a wall slowly,
A day a week;

Built it to stand.
But not stand still.

They built a wall to walk.

You will find an interview with Goldsworthy and shots of
the wall here

A big part of visiting the ancient Inca ruins of Machu
Picchu (TFS #43) in Peru is getting there: pilgrims

leaving Cusco either take a multi-day hike to the site high
in the Andes mountains or ride a slow train through the
Sacred Valley, absorbing the alpine landscape that
remains largely unchanged since ancient times. But a
controversial new way to reach the ruins may upend this;
bulldozers have begun clearing land for a multi-billion-
dollar international airport in Chinchero, just 20 minutes
from the Sacred Valley.

The Chinchero Cuzco International Airport will add more
strain to a cultural site that is already struggling to deal
with growing crowds. Machu Picchu currently handles
almost 6,000 people per day, more than double the
2,500-person cap recommended by UNESCO. People are
reportedly climbing on the structures, taking rocks as
souvenirs, and leaving marks on the ancient stones.

Even many tour operators are critical of the project that
they say will ruin the character of the area, decimate the
economy of Cusco and degrade the whole Sacred Valley
experience. More day trippers or “tick box tourists” could
start visiting Machu Picchu, creating a theme park out of
a sacred place.

The popularity of Machu Picchu impacts also on the less
notable but still wonderful dry stone structures along the
Inca Trail (see above). This destructive pressure will not
be relieved by an international airport, the purpose of
which is to bring more visitors, not control them.

Machu Picchu, designated a World Heritage Site in 1983,
began seeing larger crowds after it was voted one of the
“New Seven Wonders of the World” in an online poll007.
Since then, UNESCO has recommended it be placed on its
list of most endangered World Heritage Sites. So far, Peru
has worked with UNESCO to make changes to avoid the
designation, including roping off certain areas, adding
guards and implementing visitor caps. But the airport
may finally push the historic site over the precipice.
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 Walking wall Machu Picchu

https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/why-sculptor-andy-goldsworthy-is-tearing-down-walls-and-then-rebuilding-them


  Book review– Bruce Munday

Should one want to build a dry stone wall ‘by the book’ there are plenty of
sources: booklets, fact sheets, DVDs and Youtube clips. There are even a few

that would qualify as fully grown books although most feature walls as an
element of broader landscaping or masonry ventures. So why would one pay
$35 for another book (delivered) on dry stone walling? I   bought mine because
I was aware of the author’s building skills, his communication flair and his
captivating photography. Published back in 2016 it has had little presence in
Australia and to my knowledge never been reviewed here.

John Shaw-Rimmington is a dry stone waller from Ontario whose by-line is
‘thinking with my hands’. This comes through in his book which, whilst laden
with facts, is unmistakably romantic.

The book opens with a chapter on tools and how to use them. This must have presented the author with a dilemma
as he is anything but a ‘tool freak’. He loves to handle stone, wherever possible using it as he finds it, and he is quite
scathing of mechanised tools: ‘I can do just about anything a machine can do and have more fun doing it’. However
readers need to know what tools are available and how and where to use them. If there is a deficiency here it would
be a lack of attention to personal safety although the text and photographs certainly don’t encourage recklessness.

Chapter 2 takes the reader through the whole process of building a wall. This is illustrated through case studies –
different walls that the author has built – and has the great virtue of showing a range of stone types, obviating the
complaint that ‘this wouldn’t work with my stone’.

Being Canadian the book uses Imperial measurements that might bewilder some younger wallers, and perhaps the
references to heavy frosts and glacial boulders will have little resonance beyond Tasmania. There might also be local
government laws that prohibit some structures or at least require engineering sign-off.

Chapter 3 takes us to the author’s (and this reviewer’s) pet subject: stone arched bridges. I once saw the author build
a little impromptu arch on Inis Oirr (Ireland) and step through to vouch for it. I was impressed. Here he shows how it
is done and what wonderful creations emerge. Some readers will see these and say to themselves: ‘I want one’.

The final chapter on follies doesn’t offer recipes, just inspiration. A reader who is this far will understand the principles.

Shaw-Rimmington’s text is quite personal – he loves working with stone and writes well about it. Yes, it is romantic
but at the same time practical. The full-colour photographs are exceptional as one might expect from someone who
has already published five coffee table books. Many people would read this book and be inspired to think: ‘I’d like to
do that’. Some might even think: ‘I reckon I could do that’.
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 Building with extreme stone

Dry stone field barns are everywhere in the Yorkshire dales, but in
Wensleydale just north of Hawes there are some particularly fine ex-

amples enhanced by particularly fine stone. What stands out are the
wonderfully regular through stones proudly displayed along the walls and
the huge flat stones tying together the the corners. What is odd is that
these corner stones are little more than 200 mm thick and so might be
criticised as face-stones or shiners. It looked to me as if the builders ‘got
away with it’ partly because the stone is so regular. The area is renowned
for its ‘slate’ quarries, however that is a misnomer; the stone is really a
fine-grained Yoredale  sandstone that was widely used for buildings (see
TFS #42). This building practice was clearly sound as there are many barns
like this and appear to be in good condition although rarely used today.

Farmers are paid to maintain dry stone walls and structures in Environ-
mentally Sensitive Areas which include many dales. Whether this  support
will survive Brexit remains to be seen.



Who’s who in DSWAA
President: Jim Kilsby jim.kilsby@gmail.com
Secretary: Andrew Miller aksdmiller@bigpond.com
enquiries@dswaa.org.au
Treasurer: Jim Kilsby jim.kilsby@gmail.com
Membership: Lyn Allison Lynallison4@gmail.com
The Flag Stone Editor: Bruce Munday
0417 895 249 bruce.m42@bigpond.com
Committee Members:
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Geoff Duggan drystonewalling@bigpond.com
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Jim Holdsworth jim@planningcollaborative.com.au
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Stuart Read stuart1962@bigpond.com

Membership
Annual membership fee
Corporate  $80;                    Professional   $50
Single                $30 ($80 for 3 years)
Family               $50 ($130 for 3 years)
Cheque: DSWAA Inc. and posted to DSWAA Membership,
87 Esplanade West, Port Melbourne 3207; or
Bank Deposit at any branch of the ANZ Bank or EFT: BSB
013 373, Ac. no. 4997 47356
*Clearly indicate membership identity of payer*
New members
Complete the online membership form on our website:
Alternatively email or post name, address, phone
number/s, and area of interest (eg waller, farmer, herit-
age, etc) to the membership secretary (above).
Renewals
Annual fees are due May 31 after the first full year of
membership. We send renewal notices prior to this.
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Editor’s notes Bruce Munday

Upcoming DSWAA field trip

Yandoit, north of Daylesford
The Association’s Spring field trip will be on Sunday 10
November, visiting places of historic interest in central
Victoria.  We’ll start in the rolling hills north of Daylesford,
focusing on the Swiss-Italian heritage and old dry stone
structures, before moving on to the Castlemaine Diggings
Heritage Park to visit remnants of the gold era, concluding
with some more recent dry stone walls around Chewton
and the remains of the evocative Welsh Village.

Morning tea and lunch will be included in the tour cost.
Details and booking arrangements will be available on our
website in early October.  Numbers will be limited for this
fascinating trip into the early days of European settle-
ment and the source of much of Victoria’s nineteenth
century wealth.

SA Heritage Event
Readers of The Flag Stone (# 45) might recall mention of
a long rural dry stone wall pushed down by a landholder.
DSWAA wrote to Alexandrina Council who have respond-
ed positively with an upcoming Heritage Talk to highlight
the value and significance of these historic walls.
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