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“There is no such thing as a half-built stone wall. It’s either a wall or a stone pile.”





Introduction


If you stop and think about it it seems that, written word aside, the most enduring monuments to man’s creativity and hard work are built of stone. The Pyramids in Egypt, the Great Walls of China and Peru, temples most everywhere from Latin America to India, the castles of Europe and the mile on mile of stone walls running through our New England countryside were all laid up by hand and without a speck of mortar.


The Pull of Gravity


They endure in part because rock is as near a definition of “forever” as exists. But more important is their main construction ingredient—gravity. In a properly-built stone wall each rock sits square on the ones below it, and so long as gravity keeps pulling on every stone in it, that wall is going to stay put.


So, here’s how to go out and build a really permanent monument to yourself. Do it right, square and plumb and well-tied throughout, and the wall will be standing long after you and I and all our other accomplishments and failings are forgotten.


You‘ll Need Boots


First thing, get a pair of well fitting steel-toed boots with ankle, or better yet, calf-length uppers made from stiff, thick leather. Next, buy a pair of horsehide work gloves or a pair molded of rubber with grit imbedded into palm and fingers. These are the better to grip stones with and to keep your toes from getting dented when you drop a boulder on your foot—which you are bound to do at one time or another. Then, you’d best be sure you have the needed time and ambition.


There is no such thing as a half-built stone wall. It’s either a wall or a stone pile. And to get from one to the other takes a lot of lifting. A cubic foot of rock weighs the better part of a hundred pounds.


Heavy Work


So a little decorative wall only three feet high, two feet wide and twenty feet long weighs some five tons or more, depending on the amount of airspace built in, and it comprises a thousand or more average-sized stones. If you have to fetch stones from somewhere, there is the loading and unloading in addition to the building to consider. That little twenty-foot wall can have a man lifting well over twenty tons of dead weight before it is finished.


If you are old enough to remember listening to Fibber McGee and Molly or Your Hit Parade—before television—I strongly suggest you get your physician’s OK before taking on a stone wall, especially if you are a desk worker and unused to strenuous labor.


In any event, plan to take your time and use carts, ramps, barrows and levers to move larger stones. There’s little point hurrying to complete a wall that will likely endure into the next millennium. And no point at all in busting a gusset doing it.





Kinds of Stone


The next step is finding stone. Most everything I’ve read about building with stone assumes you have a sufficient supply of “good,” easy-to-build-with stones with three or four flat sides. And they suggest that if you don’t have enough good stone lying around you can buy or quarry it or dress rounded stones flat.


Use What’s There


Quarrying by hand and dressing stone is devilishly hard work, and paying to have rock trucked any distance is expensive. Certainly, good stones are easier to build with and make a classier looking wall. But I’d say, if some or all of the stones you have are in the “not-so-good” category, go ahead and plan to use them. We’ll get into using both kinds for wall construction.


In New England, much of the Midwest, the Lake States, and parts of the Northwest, the ancient glaciers either deposited or exposed many types of stone suitable for building purposes.


The glacial deposits, composed of sand and gravel, form the till plains, moraines, eskers, and drumlins. In addition, there are huge boulders, often referred to as glacial erratics, which litter the fields, forests, and streambeds—all giving the glaciated countryside of these regions their topographical character and form.


There Types of Stone


In some places, the mile-thick, ancient ice sheet had scoured, gouged, and literally plowed away the earth’s mantle; leaving the area’s bedrock exposed in its retreating wake. Today, one can find many different kinds of stone for building purposes. There are three basic types—igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic.
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Glacial advance during Pleistocene period of continental ice sheet









Rock Types
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1. Granite (Igneous rock); 2. Shale (Sedimentary rock); 3. Limestone with fossils (Sedimentary rock); 4. Gneiss (Metamorphic rock); 5. Slate (Metamorphic rock)






Igneous Rocks


Igneous rocks result from the cooling and solidification of hot liquid rock. Much of it was formed deep in the earth, and it is the hardest, densest kind of rock to be found. An example is granite—the most common intrusive igneous rock, meaning it was cooled and solidified at great depth. This is opposed to extrusive igneous rock, such as basalt, which cooled and solidified at the earth’s surface.


Sedimentary Rocks


Sedimentary rock is produced by the consolidation of sediments that have been formed by weathering and piled up by any of the agents of erosion (wind, water). Thus, the most noticeable feature of sedimentary rocks is their layering. However, many sedimentary rocks preserve features or objects associated with the sediments, such as shells, bones, invertebrate animals, plants, footprints, ripple marks, and mud cracks. In other words, sedimentary rocks often are fossilized, and include such common stones as sandstone, limestone, shale, and conglomerate.


Metamorphic Rocks


Metamorphic rocks are the result of either sedimentary or igneous types being modified by pressure, heat, and chemically active solutions. Such rocks are characteristically banded or layered in some fashion. Some common metamorphic rocks are marble, slate, schist, and gneiss. Marble is metamorphosed limestone, slate was originally shale, and schist and gneiss are modified granite.
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Quarry waste of metamorphic rock provides chunky but good material, in this example poorly laid up




Some Will Split


Probably the best wall stones come from hard shales and schists—rock types that developed flat cleavage planes during metamorphism so they split out into layers with flat tops and bottoms. Many will break naturally into stones with flat sides as well. Others may not come with good flat faces, but can be dressed quite easily. I’ve worked with some metamorphics that split almost as easy as a block of wood.


Hardest to build with are igneous stones found in fields or running water. Glacial action or gradual erosion in a stream has tended to round even those very dense and hard rocks. Though nearly all rock has a “grain,” or a tendency to split along a fairly flat place, finding the grain in granite and the like is difficult, and splitting faces off small rocks takes more time and effort than it is worth.
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Stone mason Ted Metevier splitting stone for driveway edging wall. Note curved retaining wall in background.
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Heavy and irregular stones for base course are dug into ground.
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Laying out the first wall courses while stone is being sorted.








Sedimentary Rocks Wear Faster


Sedimentary rock formations, having been laid down in sheets, tend to occur in layers—properly called strata. Most are relatively soft and easily split or cut by nature or a quarrier into good building stone. But they also wear faster than other kinds of rock. Wind-borne particles will wear down sandstone in time, and limestone gradually gets eaten away by the natural acids in rain water. A sandstone or limestone wall might not hold up for more than ten or twelve thousand years.


Marble and Slate


Besides its good breaking tendencies, metamorphic rock is usually durable—even though it is often soft and easily worked. Marble is the traditional medium of sculptors and much ancient Greek and Egyptian marble sculpture has withstood wind and rain for thousands of years. Another metamorphic, slate, was used for gravestones by the earliest settlers in America. Go to an old colonial graveyard and notice it is the slate stones whose inscriptions are still sharp and clear. Other markers, igneous rock included, have worn nearly flat.
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Other Materials


In some areas, of course there is little or no exposed rock. In many of the Plains states you will have to go to a river valley or excavated quarry to find stone. In the Florida Keys I’ve seen dandy walls made from coral chunks. And in parts of the Southwest folks have to make their own—soil, straw and water packed in molds and dried in the sun to adobe. It all makes a good wall.


Sources of Stone
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