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INTRODUCTION

Under its rusting corrugated roof, the tenement still managed to speak of a life well used. With windows gone and its lath and plaster covering kicked out, the exposed oak frame, silvery grey with age, was now nearly all that remained of its walls. The family of brewers who had worked and lived there since the late-1500s put it up in the 1620s as an extension to a long-gone medieval house. Although buttressed and propped at one end by a great external stone chimney, it was hard to see how on earth it was still standing.

I had become more aware of the slow dilapidation of the brewer’s house as my mates and I passed it by each evening on our journey home from school. Narrow cobbled steps dropped through the town that clung to the ramparts of the long-demolished medieval castle. Crossing Reigate’s busy high street into Cage Yard we legged it past the haunted town lock-up, where its former inmates still waited behind unhinged doors in the rubbish-strewn interior. And over it loomed the mournful hulk of the brewer’s house. 

Redemption finally arrived with a sign nailed high up on its gable end. The structure was to be dismantled and then moved to a museum where it would be rebuilt and preserved. Mrs Ward, our history teacher, told us that fragments of wall paintings – St George slaying the dragon over one of its two fireplaces, accompanied by a coloured floral design executed in black line – could still be found within. Volunteers were urgently needed if the 350-year-old structure was to be saved. My real education was about to begin in earnest.

I had stopped enjoying school years before. By my teens, it had become nothing more than a disastrous sequence of reports that complained ‘Andrew must stop daydreaming and try harder’. For me, the standard history curriculum was too focused around flat pages of facts, events and royal personalities. It was the material aspects of the past, the tangible remnants that were left behind, that thrilled me. And there was no room for that at my school. I was once caught copying out illustrations from the Collins Field Guide to Archaeology in Britain during a mathematics lesson – my punishment: confiscation and three of the best from the headmaster’s slipper. I still remember that page 158 was covered with simple line drawings of tumuli – burial mounds just like the ones I had already explored on the commons, downs and sandy heathlands that enclosed the town. I pictured them still filled with treasures, weapons, personal ornaments and pottery. These bell barrows were the burial places of prehistoric kings and earls, and I liked to imagine the lives that these objects had been part of. 

I spent my weekends searching for treasures and it was on the heath that, aged twelve, I had made my greatest find. When the broad end of the flint axe-head connected with the heart of my hand, I felt the electric jolt of discovery and the desire to learn more coursed through me. An archaeologist at the Holmesdale Museum confirmed that it had been made four thousand years before, during the Bronze Age, and was probably an object of status rather than work. She told me how it had absorbed some of the background minerals so that, over time, they had turned its surface from the usual marbled blue-white to toffee-gold. She explained that the first sharp edge had been put on a flint for use as a tool over three million years ago and that the shaping of stones is our species’ most ancient skill. The raw materials had probably come from the chalky heights of the North Downs and soon I was spending as much time there as I could, looking for nodes of this inner marbled colour, which I used to teach myself how to make my own copies of the museum’s Neolithic tools.

Soon, instead of hanging around the castle grounds after school, I was to be found high on the rickety scaffolding that enclosed the brewer’s house, hardhat-less in parka and monkey boots. The last remaining residents of the house shared their outrage at our presence; the jackdaws dive-bombed as the wrecking crew staved in the broad, stone chimney that had been the birds’ family seat for many generations, sending tufts of their old nests out about amongst the dust and rubble. As the frame started to come down, I felt increasingly drawn into the puzzle of how this medieval building was still standing. I wanted to know everything about this old place and the other buildings I had started to notice. Who built them? How long did it take to put their frames up? Where did the oak come from? Where had they sourced the stone? How was all this heavy stuff brought here on what I had been taught were the terrible roads only used by armies and royalty?

My father would know some of the answers. After the war he had been taught to cut Scottish granite into wedge shapes – voussoirs the size of ancient TV sets – that he and his team of Highlanders, Irishmen and Polish refugees fixed into position to form horseshoe-shaped arches that were the outflows for hydroelectric power stations. His big hands still carried the scars. I remembered a day where he had been telling us about how gelignite must be handled in the tunnelling process. Blasted stone, he said, was no good for building with as the explosion would microfracture the stone and so it needed to be extracted by hand. He hadn’t forgotten the whereabouts of the quarry – by then overgrown – and he took me there. As we explored, he explained how the place worked. This trip inspired an interest that has never left me.

When the brewer’s house was razed to the ground, I knew that one day it would be rebuilt in the museum, and so I volunteered on-and-off as my funds allowed in its slow rebuild at the Weald and Downland Museum, near Chichester in Sussex. It was hard work and, with no pay, I lived on baked beans and hand-outs – but it was worth it.

Mick ‘the Mason’, who took me under his wing, told me of a working life that sounded like a Thomas Hardy plotline. A road mender and local builder, Mike could turn his hand to pretty much any job and understood intuitively how the old builders built with local materials. On my first day, while I made us mugs of tea, he asked if I had noticed that tea tasted different in other parts of the country and explained that it was simply a case of the land’s personality having a bearing on everything. And as the taste of tea varied all around the country so too did the building materials that give a place its unique character. This variation of materials could be seen all around the museum’s saved buildings, proof that folk once built with what was locally to hand, whether it was the oak that thrived in the clay of the Sussex Weald or water reed for thatched roofs in the Norfolk Broads. The stones of the Weald were not as renowned as other parts of the country, such as Dorset for example, with its famous limestones from the Isles of Portland and Purbeck. Looking around at the different walls of red brick, green sandstone, flint and chalk block, I could see that nature had still managed to give a good account of herself in her gift of building materials, the understanding of which is the foundation of architecture.

Mick showed me how to slake quicklime and mix it with sand to make the mortar that would bond the stones together. He explained how to use the right tools for each job. He lent me his broad-bladed all-steel chisel – a bolster, the head rounded like a button mushroom – for use with his mallet. I felt how the ash handle gave it some ‘bounce’, its curved beat – the part that makes contact with the also-curved chisel head – allowing me, as my position changed, to keep the same surface contact with its end-grain beech wood. It felt as if I had been passed the baton of a medieval tradition in a direct line from generation to generation of stonemasons. Later, on a visit to the quarry to pick up a freshly sawn load, I saw a mason’s workshop for the first time – noisy and dusty, but tense with concentration.

My back yard soon filled up with grotesque figures and green men, with chisels laid out in order of use alongside the other oddly named tools – the frig bob, cocks comb and French drag. I daydreamed about how my working life might progress as in medieval times, through the stages of apprentice, journeyman and then master. Over time I have become confident, but even today, three decades after I started, before I make the first cut into a new stone I still pause for a moment, my mallet hovering over the chisel, filled with the same trepidation I felt on my first day.

Towards the end of my training at South Dorset Technical College, we were set an assignment to fix freshly cut blocks into the ancient walls of Christchurch priory’s great church that lifted from the edge of the natural harbour. It was an epiphany: this was the kind of stonemason I wanted to be – a fixer mason. 

The fixer mason takes on, in many respects, the most challenging aspect of the craft. Fixers need strength, subtlety and an engineer’s mindset as they have to lift and fix newly carved blocks sometimes weighing thousands of pounds into a pre-cut pocket with only a cigarette paper’s width to spare. That day also taught me how the walls of old buildings tell the tale of their architectural evolution – of bodging, cut-corners and technical brilliance in equal measure. The strange mason’s marks and superstitious graffiti carved into the walls of the priory’s northern transept gave it all a very human touch. These were all themes that were to become familiar in the years to come.

Over the past three decades I have worked on many of Britain’s greatest buildings and monuments – from the Roman ruins at Bath to Salisbury Cathedral’s spire to St Paul’s – and they have given me an unusual perspective on the warp and weft of English history, nature and geology. From the first stone megaliths put up by Neolithic farmers, to Roman temples, the Anglo-Saxon and Norman churches, as well as the engine houses, mills and aqueducts of the Industrial Revolution, each has given me a different view of our past to the one I learnt at school. 

Thirty years ago, strolling down the longest church nave in the country, awed, cowed and a little dishevelled – my clothes rough under a covering of white dust that also sat thick on my boots – I felt like I finally belonged. I had chosen the itinerant path of the journeyman, one I happily still follow today. 

In this book, I have tried to plot a roughly chronological journey through the building of Britain from the Neolithic to the present day, and across the year, exploring how our ancestors constructed the world we live in today. I am a stonemason not a historian and have concentrated on the buildings I have worked on and know best, so this is very much a partial and personal history, told from the inside out. I hope you enjoy it.
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PART ONE

SARSEN
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