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Praise for Stone Mad



The late Robert Gibbings, in a letter to Seamus Murphy, commented: ‘I cannot tell you what delight your book has given me. It is grand from start to finish—the real stuff. By a curious coincidence, when it arrived I was in the middle of writing a chapter in which I was discussing O’Crohan’s Islandman and O’Sullivan’s Twenty Years A’Growing. Then came yours to complete the trio of modern classics. You say in your letter to me that you had “little schooling”. Thank God for that. It has left your mind open for learning and culture and the beauty of your book is that in spite of that learning and culture you have kept the straightforward simplicity of the other too. I read every word of it, much of it several times over, and quite a bit of it aloud to a friend who is coming back tomorrow agog to borrow it. You’ve drawn a superb and valuable picture of the life you know and one that is going to last a long time whatever may happen to the craft.’

 

‘Mr Murphy’s account of his life—and theirs—is rich and racy, and told with a rare humour.’

Times Literary Supplement




‘In this delightful book the highly individualistic “stonies” of the past live again in their own little world, a truly medieval world in which the hard facts of a hard life are yet always seen in the setting of the beautiful and enduring work they and their predecessors have left for us in our churches and public buildings, our bridges and our graveyards. It is full of humour and sympathy and nostalgia and it gives the reader a new insight into the human story that is carved in every stone.’

Des Spillane, Irish Independent
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Preface


WELL, I suppose life is change, continual change. When we begin to reflect we invariably think of the past because it contains all our experiences, our good times and bad, and we use it as a yardstick to examine the future and what it has to offer. Our craft is one of the oldest in the world. Our handiwork is seen everywhere, in town, country and village. The men who have gone before us have left us a heritage to be proud of; and we feel our own contribution has been for the good. With hammer, mallet and chisel we have shaped and fashioned rough boulders. We often curse our material, and often we speak to it kindly—we have to come to terms with it in order to master it, and it has a way of dictating to us sometimes—and then the struggle begins. We try to impose ourselves on it, but if we know our material and respect it we will often take a suggestion from it, and our work will be the better for it.

In other ways also, it enlarges our horizons, and makes us spread ourselves a little. We get to know our own country by its quarries: Ballinasloe, Durrow, Three Castles, Cashel, Aherla, Little Island, Ballintemple and dozens of other names all mean stone to us. And stone means work and buildings and talk about the men who worked there. One thing leads to another and eventually we become aware that we are a little group of craftsmen, among many others who have worked up and down the country, doing our work as well as we can, and wondering what the men long ago would think of our jobs. Every graveyard, every old church, every old building keeps reminding us we are not as good as we think. They are our models, and very exacting they can be, very often they bring us down a peg or two and make us realize how much of our knowledge is handed down from old times, and what small advances we have made.

I am afraid the future holds little in store for us, especially in the cities and big centres. Like many more of the crafts, we will be squeezed out into the small towns and villages, where tradition dies hard, and people still insist on a tombstone in stone.

But it will be a precarious existence at best and cannot survive long. A craft must have its apprentices and they must have a variety of work, or they will lose interest and give up. It is hard to expect a boy to work side by side with his father for years and see nothing but tombstones and crosses. He will not be like the apprentices who worked in the big sheds with twenty or thirty men, doing all kinds of work, and offering him something of themselves as well—an atmosphere in which he would be able to measure himself against others and take a pride in his work.

That was the spirit and attitude that prevailed in mediaeval times, when you had whole colonies of craftsmen gathered in the towns, building the big cathedrals.

They worked and they talked of work, and the ways and means by which other jobs were done, all the time comparing and striving to produce as good, if not better than the man at the next banker. Occasionally indulging in caprice and caricaturing vice and virtue, enjoying the exaggerated and the fanciful, or using as models the odd personalities that were on the job. Or they could be as reverent as the portal statues at Chartres. They loved their work, and one can sense the enjoyment they got out of it, each vying with the other to attract the attention of the rest. This sort of vanity pushes men on, it gives the imagination a chance to play about and thereby enriches our lives so that work is no longer a task, but a use of our leisure—in a word—pleasure.

In what I have written I have tried to give an idea of what the lives of the ‘stonies’ are like at the present day—or rather, at the time I myself started to work. I have more or less let the men tell their own story. I have exaggerated nothing, not even their talk about stone. I would not have attempted it at all but that I know nobody else is likely to do it. Most of the men are old now, and apprentices are few, so the chances of its being recorded grow less every day.

Times have changed and the work is no longer plentiful. Concrete has to a large extent replaced stone in all the important building work, and there is only casual labour available for the men who are left. This knocks the spirit out of them. They feel there is no hope for the future and consequently they put their sons to other occupations. They themselves will suffer for a time, grousing about the kind of people going nowadays, and thinking of when they were young men: some of them becoming embittered and sour, and given to disparaging everything connected with the craft, and eventually losing all interest in it. It is a sad thing to see that happen to any craftsman: the very thing that sustained him in his young years, and his father before him, becoming a subject of ridicule with the new generation.

But some of the old stonies will hold their heads high, and carry with them to the grave the feeling that they have left their mark on many a church, and on many a building, and that in the years to come, there will be people to admire the work they have left behind them, as we of this generation respect and understand the work of the men of long ago. We try to pay homage to them in the way they would like it, by appreciating their work, and knowing that they gave of their best. All men hope for praise of some sort, and it is a nice thing to see a man smile when he knows you are in earnest in liking his work. We become children again, and are mightily pleased with ourselves and want to show that we can do even better.

I do not know how far I have succeeded in giving an idea of how the men engaged in the stone trade worked and lived. It was not easy for me, I have not the slickness of the craft of writing, and I feel perhaps, I was too near my subject to see it properly. But I know that it will never be done if I don’t try, and I would be sorry to see it lost. I have often thought that it is amazing how much knowledge drops out of our lives from one generation to the next. Some of it, I suppose, is rediscovered, and we say rather patronizingly: The men long ago knew a trick or two, though they hadn’t all the advantages we have.

I often wish I had money and could take a few of the old stonies on a pilgrimage from graveyard to graveyard, from quarry to quarry, calling on the small stone-cutters’sheds here and there around the country, exchanging gossip about the members of the craft, and of the stone, and realizing—marvelling—at the amount of knowledge and skill, and the years of thought that go to the perfecting of a craft.

But it is coming to an end, and more is the pity. Art grows out of good work done by men who enjoy it. It is the wealth, surely, of any country.

I am always deeply moved when I meet some of the old men I have worked with, standing idle at street corners with their lumpy hands hanging awkwardly by their sides—always hoping things will improve. There is something about men with whom you have done many a hard day’s work that makes them very dear to you. I don’t know what it is, but it can be conveyed by a look in the eye, and one feels the bond is strong. They have meant much to me. From them I have got companionship and friendliness and the respect for a job well done. They put me on my road. But it is a lonely road now. Every year there are bigger gaps in the ranks, and no one to fill them. We will go on till we become just a memory for another generation, and perhaps they will think of us occasionally—maybe honour us with a little study.
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I REMEMBER well the first morning I went to work. I was fourteen years old and small for my age (one of the men came over to me afterwards and said he thought ‘it was in after a ball’ I had come!). I must have looked particularly small in the company of my father who was six foot three. He was an engine-driver and had no knowledge of or interest in stonecarving. I was selected out of a group of boys in the School of Art as a lad who had possibilities but long before that I had the wish to become a sculptor.

When my father left I was given a large block of stone to serve as a bench (this is called a ‘banker’). One of the carvers got me a block of soft stone and I was asked to carve a tulip. I was given a lovely red tulip as a model and I was on my way to becoming a stonecarver—the only legitimate stonecarver turned out in Cork for twenty-five years!

You can imagine my delight the first time I caught a chisel in my hand. Needless to say, it wobbled in all directions and I was nervous and began to be doubtful of ever learning to carve. I was making no progress at all; and there was the tulip wilting! Maybe it would be dead in the morning and what would I do then? But to my relief one of the carvers came and showed me how to hold the chisel. ‘Keep all the pressure on your small finger, boy. Like this, and you’ll find it’ll come easy to you in a few days. And don’t worry about the tulip, there’s more where that came from.’

This put me in great form and I began to carve with zest. Every now and then one of the men would come up to me and ask me how I was getting on and give me all sorts of advice which used to confuse and frighten me.

I remember one of the carvers taking up the tulip and examining it and then saying to me: ‘There’s no regularity in Nature. Remember that now! No two leaves or flowers are the same. You will find different kinks and serrations in every one you take up. It’s the same with men’s faces, no two the same.’

With that he left me and I must say it opened up a new world for me. Ever after I used to examine all plants and flowers to see if they were regular. I liked the phrase too, ‘there’s no regularity in Nature’. It had a finality about it and when I used to quote it to people later on, I always felt it was the last word on the subject.

When I got settled down and was no longer shy of the men I had a great time. I was the bane of their lives, asking questions about this type of marble and that; where it came from; if it was easy to work and a hundred other questions.

I was given a whole series of flowers to carve and make sketches of: lily-of-the-valley, columbine, roses and bunches of ivy leaves. I used to study them with great interest but I could never carve them to my own satisfaction or the satisfaction of the men. I would be working away, all concentration, when I would become aware of someone behind me and there would be one of the carvers looking at my job. He would have his head sideways and his eyes half-closed, peering at it. I would step aside and await his verdict. . . .

‘You’re going on well, boy. But watch the background, you’re inclined to go too deep here and there.’

Then he would take the mallet and chisel and level up a bit for me.

‘That’s very nice indeed. Do you like the work?’

The Gargoyle made friends with me from the start, although at first I used to resent the way he used to look at me and say:—

‘How old are ye?. . . You’re small for it. Tell me, d’ye roll a hoop in the evenings?’

I used to explain to him that I went to the School of Art for modelling and he used to say: ‘Ah, you’re a great boy.’

Danny Melt used to come clearing away the spalls from around the bankers.

‘Take no notice of what the Gargoyle says, boy,’ he would say. ‘He’s a great blackguard. . . Will I put a little board under your feet? Is the job a bit high for you? ’Tis many the boy I bankered in this shed. . . Now, don’t start calling me “sir”. I’m Danny Melt, and if anyone says anything to you come and tell me. I’m the man for ‘em.’ Then he would take off his hat and smile and say: ‘If I lost me hair, I didn’t lose me brains.’

‘Go ’way out of that and leave the young fella alone,’ Stun would say, strolling up. Stun was very good to me. He used to enquire all about my family and tell me that I was the best boy they had had in the shed for years.

‘But you get no encouragement here,’ he’d say. ‘Now you are worth a few shillings a week and you should be getting it. But keep at it and you’ll earn good money yet.’

I was to serve my apprenticeship of seven years for which a fee of eighty pounds was required. Of course that was out of the question. We were a big family and eighty pounds in cash were not to be had, so it was arranged that I go to work on a month’s trial and if I was considered good an agreement might be possible.

Well, I worked for the month and was regarded by the boss as a success so it was agreed that I should work the first year for nothing.

However, I got on so well with everyone in the place that when they found out that I was getting no wages they said it was a case for a ‘national’, so every week one of the men collected threepence a man for me.

When I came home in the evenings my tea used to be ready for me and I felt very important as I was the first member of the family to go to work. And I used to tell my mother in great detail what I did for the day, and what the men said. She used to listen carefully to all my talk and say that I would get on well if I did what I was told and worked hard.
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THERE were about thirty men working in the yard, counting stone-carvers, stone-cutters, stone-polishers and labourers. Stone-cutting, like most other trades, is a closed trade, and nobody can become a stone-cutter unless his father is one.

Stone-carving, on the other hand, is open, and anyone can become an apprentice to it, provided, of course, there is enough work to keep a few carvers going while the apprenticeship is being served. Otherwise a boy has little or no chance of learning the trade.

Stone-cutters occasionally do a little stone-carving, as carvers are not always available when an urgent job is required but carvers are never allowed to do any stone-cutting.

The craft of stone-carving is rapidly disappearing. During the last forty years, there were, as far as I know, five carvers turned out in Cork, including myself. Not that there was ever any native tradition of stone-carving in Cork, or in Ireland for that matter. Most of those who worked here were descendants of English stone-carvers who came to Ireland following Catholic Emancipation, when church-building received a new impetus.

Many of them set up their shops in Brunswick Street (now Pearse Street), Dublin, and most of the men I worked with had served their time there. John Broe, Mark Barnes, Edgar Barnes, Louis Free, Harry Thompson, the Tomlins, the Smiths, James Walton, William Mervin, are names that bespeak their origin.

The craft of stone-cutting, in Cork at least, is in no better shape. Its total strength as I write does not exceed fifteen members, including apprentices. Most of the others are working in England, some of them as labourers—a nice fate for skilled men, to end their days as navvies in a foreign country!

Still, I suppose this is nothing unusual. Since mediaeval times journeymen have been travelling from place to place carrying on their backs a bag of tools and a few belongings, stopping where they find work or pleasure, and passing on, becoming acquainted with men and things. In many ways this was important in training the young men, as they saw what the craft was doing in other parts of the country and it put them in touch with new methods; they themselves, perhaps, bringing to the workshops new ways and ideas which might improve the tradition.

We do know that they were always welcomed by other journeymen, who found work for them and, in the case of certain crafts, the master kept them in his own house ‘by bread and tankard’. Some of the privileges established by the Guilds hold good to this day and one of them, that of the right to have beer at 11 o’clock in the morning, though abolished owing to abuse in most trades now, is still held by the ‘Dust’ (as we call members of the stone craft), their case being that it is thirsty work.

So one of my jobs in the yard was that of Number One beer-carrier to a thirsty crew, a position I occupied for about four years until I was relieved by another apprentice. It was a task which required no small amount of skill as often I had to try and make a ‘dive’ when the foreman’s back was turned at any time during the day. The black gallons, the tin cans used for this job, were ‘planted’ in amongst the stones ‘on the run home’. Each man had a special hideout for his gallon, which had to be changed every now and then lest it be discovered, and the result—an empty gallon! Thirst in the trade honoured no ethics and a pint was gulped back wherever it was found. When this happened it caused me great consternation. The owner questioned me as to the exact time I put the gallon in position, who was about at the time and whether I had let anyone see me put it there! However, I always managed to wangle out of it, while the curse of the Seven Snotty Orphans was put on the scoundrel that stole it.

[image: ]

The regular beer hour was 11 o’clock each day and at that hour I emerged on the Watercourse Road with gallons sprouting out of me at each side—like a balloon pedlar. The custom was recognized by the boss and, as far as I know, it was common all over Ireland with the ‘Dust’. Usually the preparations for the job were started about 10.30 a.m. I would collect all the gallons first and wash them under the tap, then put them in order—those who wanted Murphy’s, those who wanted Guinness, and the south-side men who would drink nothing but Beamish. Then I went round to collect the money—and here the trouble started. Some of them were always short a penny or two and then I was asked to borrow the deficit from one of the others. It used to amuse me to hear this referred to as ‘loose change’: ‘Ask the Tumbler has he any loose change on him.’

If this was not forthcoming I was to approach the publican very diplomatically and try to get the pint from him, usually by saying it was for someone else, someone whose standing with that particular publican was high. Almost every one of them had ‘a black dog’ somewhere, that is, they had left without paying and didn’t want to go back because they would be ‘bitten’. Often I had to make three trips with the beer as eight gallons were the outside of what I could carry.

When one of the ‘Dust’ was broke or sick after a bad night I might have to bring an extra gallon, and out of the eight pints, make up a pint for him. This had to be done on the quiet as there would be murder if it were found out. I used to go into a limekiln nearby and do the job, earning the undying gratitude of the man whose life I had saved! But no matter how well I did the work it was always noticed by the others and I would be asked: ‘Did she put any squirt in it?’ and told to ask for the squirt next time. . . ‘the man said it was a small pint!’ The squirt was got by putting the gallon under the barrel for a dash of froth when the pint was filled.

I had to be very careful in my dealings with the publicans. They would cross-question me: ‘Is So-and-so working?’ ‘Who owns this gallon?’ But I had strict instructions not to tell anything as the ‘Dust’ were always suspicious of publicans they had sloped: ‘You’d never know what that fella would put in a man’s drink!’

But they were the boys that were able to take advantage of anything like that. I remember once getting a pint for one of the ‘particular’ men and when he put it up to his mouth the first thing that passed through his false teeth was a black beetle. This was observed by Danny Melt, who immediately saw the opportunity of getting a free pint, or, I should say, two free pints, because the ‘gentleman’ left the drink after him and Danny Melt finished it and said to me:

‘Now, boy, run over to the publican—here’s the evidence—and tell her that you found it in the gallon and that the man is after throwing up his heart, and see if you can get another pint.’

I did as I was told and succeeded in getting the pint after a lot of argument—the publican saying that the beetle was in the gallon all the time and I insisting that I had washed out the gallon myself and that it was perfectly clean.

When I returned victorious with the pint Danny said:

‘That’s the way to do business. . . . Delays are dangerous. . . . You must be hot in a case like that. . . . ’Twas badly wanted. . . You saved a life. One now is worth three yesterday.’ And finally: ‘Not a word to the gentleman!’

One day when I was out on a message at the beer-hour, Danny Melt replaced me. I was just back when he staggered in with the gallons empty and he rotto. He explained to the stonies that a dog knocked him down and spilled the pints! He was saved from the crack of a mallet by the foreman (whose pint was also missing), and sent home. Needless to say he was never again commissioned as beer-carrier. They never let him forget what he had done to a lot of decent men and whenever a ‘thrill’ came over one of them, Danny was left out, so I think he often regretted his supposed adventure with the dog.

The ‘thrill’—that is the inclination to ‘stand’ to all and sundry—used to be discussed very objectively. ‘All of a sudden it came over me and although I knew I was doing the eejit I stood to the lot of them, saying to hell with poverty; and feeling a big fella.’

On such occasions, when a man feels the thrill coming over him he starts off by asking a couple of men in for a drink. The rest spot it and in a few minutes they are all in: ‘The thrill is after coming over the “Lovely Bird”.’

A regular ritual is observed. One of the ‘Dust’ opens the pub door for him and lets him through. He walks straight to the counter while all the rest remain a discreet distance behind him. Then he turns and says: ‘What is it?’ Pints usually, and one by one the men move up to the counter and claim their drinks and somebody will play up to him by reminding him of some epic with which he was connected. These sort of events usually end in a sing-song:


‘Happy are we all together,

Happy are we one and all.

May we live a life of pleasure,

May we never, never die.’



They were an airy lot, always ready with a joke or a cynical insinuation pertinent to the moment. They all enjoyed the banter and it helped to sharpen their wits—if they needed any sharpening. But no matter how merry the party, the talk would turn sooner or later to discussions on the craft; and some of the modern work—that is, work not done in the old style—would usually come in for a lot of criticism.

They had a way of carving all detail—a way they had inherited—and they would not tolerate any deviation from it. This is the way it was done on such-and-such a job and the architect was an authority. . . and architects are always right!

It was not long, therefore, until I learned that there was a conventional way of carving all kinds of foliage, a fact which subsequent visits to churches confirmed.

I remember being invited, as a great treat, to go with two of the carvers to Cobh Regatta. I was thrilled. It was my first visit to Cobh. But I saw no regatta. Instead we spent our time examining the carving inside and outside the cathedral. Afterwards we descended to the town and they bought me lemonade and biscuits, my mind full of strange words: crockets, diapers, bosses, annulets, cornices, pendants, finials, cluster-columns—it seemed to me like a new language and I wondered would I know as much as these men when my seven years were up.

There were as well, all the different kinds of stone and marble, where they came from, and their uses. Later I began to explore the origins of the various styles, and the carvers, in answer to my questions, would say such-and-such a style was ‘conventional’; another would be ‘early-English’; or one of the many kinds of Gothic, yet another would be described to me as ‘classical’, and so on.

The information was always given with an example and I would be told to go to the churches and other buildings to see for myself the differences and variations. Thus I began to spend hours of my spare time going about the city examining the carvings and stonework, after which I would arrive in with a long list of new questions—until I became the bane of their lives in the yard and they would tell me ‘ask the boss, he knows all about it’.

But I was too nervous to approach the boss. He used to visit the yard every morning. He would walk all around the bankers and seldom speak to anyone. He was a morose old man and when he spoke it was in a slow ponderous way, making the most insignificant thing sound important. He rarely took any interest in me or in what I was doing but I well remember the day I approached him for my first week’s wages after working a year for nothing.

He gave me half-a-crown a week and a long boring lecture on thrift. Young and all as I was I felt like saying that I was all against thrift if it meant giving me half-a-crown a week when I knew I was worth at least ten shillings to him. I remember being quite ashamed to tell the men what I had got as they had expected me to get more, but Danny Melt, in whom I confided, told me that it was a start anyhow, and that in a few months I would be adding to it. And then, in the same breath: ‘What goes up when the rain comes down? Answer me that now!’





3


APART from going for the beer, I had other jobs that were just as exacting. We had in the yard at this time, a man I could never understand. He was known as Blueskull, why I do not know. He was a carver with a fair amount of ability but he specialized in foliage and seldom did any figure work. He spoke in a slow precise manner and his accent was that of a cultured man. According to the other members of the craft he was a college educated man but his hesitant way of speaking used to upset me and I was always very nervous when he sent for me. He would transfix me with his bleary eye and give me minute instructions about the particular mission upon which he was sending me. His face was a reddish-purple and he was always tired and really looked the last word in dissipation. His red hair was no help to his general appearance.

He would start off:

‘Jimmy, do you know what a gourmand is? No, of course you don’t. Well, ’tis a man who is fastidious about his food, in other words, a person with a delicate and, mark you, sensitive understanding of what is one of the major pleasures of life. Remember it. Other people call it epicurism—but to you that would be just a word. So you will understand why I go to all this trouble to interest you in one of life’s greatest pleasures—good food. Now here is your task, my good boy. Go down to that decent woman in MacCurtain Street and ask for a herring with the pea in it. Now this is important, the pea must be in it. It’s a delicacy that I feel an urge for.’

I hated this job, as the supposedly decent woman was usually annoyed about my insistence on the herring with the pea in it. And she used to say: ‘Go back and tell whoever sent you that I have something better to do than fingering herrings to see if they have a pea in them.’

If my mission was a success I was profusely thanked and complimentary things were said about the decent woman. If I failed, a stream of profanity poured from his lips—not at me but at ‘the stupid greasy imbecile who should not be allowed the privilege of associating with pigs.’

Cheese and a buttered bun and a pre-dom (a bottle of stout in a pint) was also a favourite order. And may God help me if the bun was stale!

For all his talk about food, I never saw Blueskull with a dinner of his own, but every day at dinner-time he would produce a knife and fork and proceed to clean and polish them with elaborate care. And all this to eat the dinner of his friend Danno!

‘Danno, I certainly appreciate the excellent cuisine of your good woman.’

‘Yeah, it’s me daza! Ye can’t beat a good tightener in the middle of the day. I’m twice the man after a feed. If we had a quart, now, to wash it down we’d give them the Rocks of Ban for the evening.’

Banality like this used to make Blueskull squirm but Danno was oblivious of any reproach and when he saw the look on his friend’s face he took it that the food had not the right flavour and used to snap out:

‘Isn’t it good enough for you? Well, sufferin’ you God. That’s the limit.’

I always enjoyed the lunch-hour, the activities that went on, and the preparations. I used to be rushed off my feet, running for milk, buns, eggs, black-puddings and so forth, and at the same time seeing to it that all the gallons were boiling. I had to know each gallon by some mark or another because if even a cover went astray there would be confusion. And ‘whatever you do, boy, see that the gaffer’s gallon is boiling!’ That was sound advice as he’d have a lip on him if he had to wait.

One day I will never forget. I was commissioned to boil four mullet in four gallons. They were the queerest sight you ever saw, with their grey gills sticking out of the black gallons, as I had to put them in standing up on their tails, the gallons being small. They had been caught the evening before by Bulltoes at the North Gate Bridge, with a stroke-haul. At five to one all the men came along to get their tea, and the mullet were discussed. Everyone admired them and I was complimented on the way I had cooked them. ‘Run out now, boy, to the Ivy Bar and ask the barmaid for a pinch of salt. We’ve crocks of it at home but what use is that?’

We sat around in a big circle. We used mallets to sit on and good seats they were. You put the handle on the ground and sat on the head and it was like a swivel chair. You could pivot yourself around and address the company from any angle—provided you did not lose your balance. After a while you became expert at it and seldom had a mishap.

The Dirty Boy was the first to make an attack on the mullet. He held it with his two hands and gnawed into the big fleshy back.

‘Christ,’ he said, ‘there’s great meat on that class offish.’ We howled with laughter and by the time we were finished he was licking his chops and looking like a Dixie Minstrel, as the black of the gallon had got on his face. The other members of the mullet squad got going and all finished their fish with the exception of Nedgill who offered me what he had left. I refused it but the other men insisted that I eat it. But then Bulltoes started off on the flotsam and jetsam that flowed under the North Gate Bridge and that was too much for me. I got sick.

Fresh-water eels were the favourite of another member of the craft. His daughter used to bring them in a sweet-can full of water and I used to boil them alive. I liked the eels. Their flesh was lovely and white, like chicken.

When the eating was over everyone relaxed and we had stories about the men long ago—’in me father’s time’. I remember one story about a mad stonie who used to go up a tree and shout ‘Cuckoo—cuckoo!’ all day long. (I think he was from Cashel.) One day he came down and asked for a job. The gaffer thinking he would have a joke on him, told him to make off the bed of the quarry and gave him some hammer points and a scavelling hammer. The Cuckoo started in on the job, and in the end, to the astonishment of the other stonies, he blocked off about eight square yards as level as a landing. Of course it took him weeks but he made a perfect job of it and they were able to lay the zinc templates down on the bed and wedge out the stones any size they wanted. That was the only time a job like that was done, and it goes without saying that only a madman would attempt it. Any other man would have packed up on the spot.

Then we had all the stories about experiences up and down the country, the people one met, the kind of stone in various counties and methods of working it, and, of course, most important of all, the wages. I often wondered how the bosses kept it straight. There was ‘country-money’, which amounted to three-and-six a day if you stayed the night; ‘height-money’ for scaffolds, one shilling dinner-money if you were sent out to one of the graveyards in town, and I think there was ‘dirty-money’ for some jobs, and payment of an extra sixpence if you had to go beyond the last gaslamp!

Anyway there was always trouble over it, and I can tell you it was not easy to do the stonies out of any loose change.
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ONE thing we always enjoyed was the visits of the tramp stonies or journeymen. They would arrive from all sorts of far-away places, Tullamore, Stradbally, Waterford, Ballinasloe, and they brought news of all the connections the men had on the various jobs. Questions were asked about this man and that, were they alive or dead? What work was going on up the country? And it was amazing the amount of information they had. Everyone listened eagerly and old memories were revived and old stories told.

The journeymen nearly always arrived in the yard about ten minutes to one—in time for lunch. They were usually very hungry and never had any money. A ‘national’ was got up for them, the amount of which varied according to the number of men in the yard, but I have often seen a man who could ill afford it put half-a-crown in the hat for one of them, and I have seen them make twenty-five or thirty shillings in our yard. Then they would move off to the other yards and if no work was available there would be another collection and they would hit the road for some other place.

I used to be envious of these men and I was always wondering when I myself would be able to take the road.

One of them, Black Jack, had the reputation of being the greatest walker in Ireland. The Tumbler used to tell of one of his exploits:

‘On one occasion I came in off the road to a job in Ballinasloe and left again that evening as I had ‘got my gallon’. I struck out by train for Tullamore, hung around there for a couple of days and then decided to try the Stradbally quarries as they were doing the cut-stone for the National University there at the time and there were about eighty men working at it. Just before I left Tullamore, Black Jack turned up there, having walked all the way from Ballinasloe. I left to go to Stradbally by the early train and I declare to God didn’t he join me in the quarries that evening, having walked the twenty-eight miles. We got no job but a national was made up for the two of us and we went into Abbeyleix for a drink. I left him there and hit off for Maryborough to take the train home to Cork and I was only home a few days, having got a start in Flynn’s, when who walked into the yard but Black Jack. He had walked every step of the way, and what’s more he had come around by Waterford as he’d hopes of getting a job there. Now, he had done all that walking in nine days—changing his shirt at any ditch or clothes line and leaving the old one, like all the men of the road.’

I remember Black Jack himself giving us an account of some of his escapes from the housewives of the countryside. Once he was seen taking a shirt off a ditch and the good woman came on the scene. It was near one of the quarries in Kilkenny and she knew he was a tramp stonie.

‘Ah-ah! ye toe-rag,’ she said, ‘I’d know ye were one of them a mile away. I don’t know who your mother was, but by God I knew yer father, me old toe-rag. Get to hell out of here before I brain ye, ye maggotty-lookin’ article!’

Another time he was passing near a farm-house and a man put his head over the ditch. . . but let him tell his own story:

‘“Good morning,” said the man. “Good morning,” said I. And the day being fine and I with nothing to do, we talked about this, that and the other. Eventually he wormed me occupation out of me, and when I said I was a stone-cutter, “You are the very man I want,” said he. “Come up to the house and I’ll show you what I want you to do.” So up I went and to my astonishment the job was to castrate a boar! So that was his notion of a stone-cutter. Of course when I saw the way the wind blew I held tough and promised to attend to the business in the morning. I had a good dinner out of him and then he put me up in the barn. I slept well but I didn’t wait for the cocks to call me. I was off before sunrise, wondering how any man could be so stupid and so ignorant of the oldest of all the crafts. “Blast it,” said I, “didn’t we do the most important of all jobs? Didn’t we cut the Ten Commandments on the slabs for Moses?” And to think that I would live to see the day when a bostoon of a farmer would take me for a vet!’
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