

1

First Steps in Stone
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Mankind was never so happily inspired as when it made a cathedral

Robert Louis Stevenson 

My interview with Canterbury went well, and I was given the opportunity to start there as an apprentice mason. It was 1986 and I would be there for a minimum of three and a half years, since the six months I had spent at college counted towards me getting my indenture papers after four years. It seemed like an eternity, but it was the most important cathedral in England. I knew the basic history of the place and was familiar with the architecture, but I was now going to explore every aspect of this building whose first stones had been laid 1,400 years ago. The joy of crafting beauty and order out of stone lies in the simplicity and clarity. The simplicity of the tools; the clarity between what is right and wrong. The teamwork involved in assembling a building, where each stone is cut by a different hand yet has to perfectly conform to a plan and an idea that will fail if there is not complete communality, is the bond that masons of all cultures share; if one stone fails in an arch, the whole arch fails, and if one arch in a nave fails, then the whole building can collapse. No one in a workshop ever doubts the importance of their work and their role in the ultimate aim.

On my first day at work, I walked to the Christchurch Gate and sat in the little niche seat waiting to be shown the way out to the workshop outside the city walls at Broad Oak. It was not the Bridge of Sighs – there was no view over the lagoon – but it was a beautiful place at the heart of the nation, and I was going to get my first pay packet working on one of England’s finest cathedrals. I felt quietly proud even if I was on the exact minimum wage for apprentices with no overtime.

I was now part of the community that makes up the staff of a cathedral. This starts at the top with the archbishop and winds down through an increasingly complex web of responsibilities, from priests and deacons to librarians, blacksmiths, gardeners, glaziers and of course stonemasons. Each one of these plays a role in the giant interlocking puzzle of competencies, spiritual and temporal, that keep a cathedral healthy and active. It’s the living element of the cathedral that conserves it over time; the interaction of man and materials. Without the living element, any ancient building will inevitably decay and be lost. I was now a tiny part of this endeavour, the ultimate aim of which was the conservation and continuation of the cathedral’s myriad values, celestial and terrestrial.

While doctrinal issues may vary the technicians and their expertise and tradition crosses national, cultural and religious borders; hitting a chisel with a hammer, cutting a straight line, making a precise sweeping arc is an absolute requirement for anyone building in stone whatever language they speak and whichever deity they venerate. It would not sit well with many people these days to know that much of the terminology that masons share in England comes directly from France, Italy and beyond.

A voussoir is an arch stone, and a banker (banque in French or banca in Italian) is the bench or work surface that a mason uses. A soffit is a ceiling, and a trefoil or quatrefoil is a part of a tracery window with three or four leaves in it. An arris, which is the sharp edge of a finished stone, comes first from Latin (arista meaning a fish bone, which itself became slang for a sharp edge in Latin and then in medieval French). Ashlar, which means a dressed or smooth stone in a wall, comes from axis in Latin or assailer in medieval French. The same is true for corbel, cornice, dentil, architrave, mallet, mullion, jamb … and so it goes on. The lads leaning on their blocks of stone discussing football and dodgy politics in the workshop knew considerably more Latin and French than they realised.

As the smallest and newest cog in the machine, I stood in front of my banker and pitched off fragments of the stone that was to be my first piece of the cathedral. When I finished it with quiet pride I cut my mason’s mark on the top bed, the way masons always have done all over the world. We all have our own marks. In ancient times the site foreman would go through the store room and count up how many stones had been cut with the mark of each mason and pay them accordingly. The pay system has developed since the Middle Ages, but we did still cut our marks onto our tools to identify them. When each major piece of work was finished, we would write our names and scratch our marks onto a roll of lead, which was then placed behind a stone in the top of the wall for posterity.

My quiet pride did not go unnoticed though and it became a source of entertainment to the other masons, most of whom were just marking time until pay day, which was every Friday and was delivered in a little sealed brown envelop with a transparent front so you could count the banknotes before breaking the seal. At the end of the first week, I sat on the stones in the store room and admired my first meagre pay packet. I had earned £89 and felt pretty good about it.

I learned from masons more experienced than me always to look busy if you want to do nothing, and one technique is to always carry an empty bucket and walk with a purposeful gait. As often as possible I would go down to the cathedral and lose a glorious morning exploring the endless spiral staircases and passages that lead up to the roof space or out on to the terrifyingly slim ledges that ran around the clerestory. There are two levels above the nave of a cathedral, the first is known as the triforium and is the space above the aisles while the clerestory is the third and highest level just below the vault containing a series of windows. 

I don’t suffer from a fear of heights, but there is a big difference between standing on a scaffolding outside and shuffling your way along internal ledges no more than two feet wide on the edge of a 100-foot drop with no handrail. There is something about the fine columns and arches below you, whose converging lines create a lethal vanishing point that draws you forward to a terrible end on the Purbeck Marble floor 100 feet below.

I acquired a deeper and deeper understanding of the building. There were hidden rooms and spaces filled with surprising secrets. Right above the intricate radiating fan vaulting in the Bell Harry Tower is a small room which contains a huge wheel, which looks like it should be in a giant hamster cage. It served as a winch for hoisting up the building materials during the construction of the tower. It needed the strength of two men trotting around inside it, and in spite of its venerable age it still worked. The wheel was attached to a spindle around which a long rope was wound. In the middle of the floor, just below the hoist, was a trap door which could be raised to reveal a gaping hole in the middle of the boss of the fan vault and below which lay the crossing. You could unwind the rope and lower it down all the way to the nave hundreds of feet below. We used this to hoist up the cameras and lighting equipment for the BBC when Pope John Paul II came in 1982 on the first papal visit to England since Henry VIII launched the original Brexit. In the days leading up to his arrival, we also had to close the precinct doors several times to keep out the Reverend Ian Paisley, who had come to demonstrate. When the pope did finally drive through the city past Paisley, he emerged from the crowd frantically gesticulating and berating him as the antichrist, but the pontiff simply turned towards him with a beatific smile, rich with Polish irony, and blessed him with the sign of the cross.

This kind of daily contact with a place as complex as a cathedral starts to teach you how a structure like this was actually built and how it stays together. It’s one thing to read it in a book, and it’s another to lie on a lead roof with a thermos of tea and a ham sandwich staring up at the flying buttresses arching over your head towards the wall of the nave, hundreds of tons of carved stone stacked carefully to support itself as it reaches upwards to counterbalance the thrust of the vault which spans the huge space that houses the faithful as they pray. The dimensions and designs are there to make man feel awe in the house of his creator, yet we masons harbour the secret that pushes us towards the edge of blasphemy and damnation: it is actually us who create this magnificence.

A cathedral is built with stone and a lime mortar; however, this mortar is not a glue or adhesive – it is a bedding mortar that enables the masons to set the block comfortably in position, absorbing any irregularities and creating, to a certain extent, an expansion joint, giving the building a degree of flexibility. It was only with the invention of Portland Cement that the joints became both solid, inflexible and almost always stronger than the stone itself. Portland Cement was patented in 1824, and although it was seen at the time as the answer to all our problems, it came to be the scourge of stone buildings. If stones set in lime mortar are removed in the right order, the blocks can be simply lifted off with little more than a hoist and a crowbar. If cement is used, the task is much more difficult. A cathedral is entirely held together by the care and design of each block, which is strategically functional and without which the whole house of cards can fall. A modern concrete and steel building is held together by brute force and man’s battle against the elements and forces. A cathedral exists because of man’s understanding and collaboration with those same elements and forces.

On the larger pinnacles of the South West tower that we were working on there were carved heads and grotesques, the design of which tended to be left to the discretion of the masons and carvers. Canterbury has an institutional, clerical and even royal role in the nation’s life, so many of the sculptures, at least in the niches around the porch, are reserved for religious and historical figures designed and chosen by the church committees and architects. Leaving the design of the hundreds, maybe thousands, of lesser details, including heads, flowers, grotesques and gargoyles, to the masons was not always a good idea. Masons, while acutely aware of working on a religious building, have a mischievous sense of humour, decorating every corner with caricatures, obscene demons and satirical portraits, perhaps to offer a contrast with the sanctity within, or as a way of signalling their inherent lack of respect for authority. Some churches in France feature naked gargoyles clutching their own feet so that water shoots out of their backsides. The fact that this exact type of gargoyle can be found on several medieval churches, from Freiburg in Germany to Autun in Burgundy in France and Aswarby in Lincolnshire, bears testament to the type of humour that seems to be almost a requirement for masons to this day. The Cologne city hall has a carving of a man achieving the ultimate goal of self-fellatio, directly below the sculpture of Archbishop Konrad von Hochstadt, the man who laid the foundation stone of the cathedral. Put a group of men on a scaffolding anywhere in the world, and it will not be long before ribald humour prevails. The problem with stonemasons is that this humour will often get carved in stone. These little jokes are hiding on buildings all over the world. On Angkor Wat, a group of heavenly hand maidens known as devatas are portrayed laughing and embracing, and if you look carefully you can see that one is gently cupping and tweaking her friend’s breast. It takes stonemasons to slip these little gems in to buildings across the world, and it takes masons to find them – they are always there.

There are also less bawdy examples of this freedom of expression. Several colleges in Oxford and Cambridge have irreverent portraits of professors, and Salamanca Cathedral added an astronaut to commemorate space travel. More recently one of the most moving additions was a carving of a nurse wearing a facemask on Christchurch Priory in Dorset as a way of paying respect to the National Health Service workers in the United Kingdom who saved so many lives during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Needless to say, Canterbury is no exception to this tradition. When the face was perhaps small or hidden away behind a pinnacle, a mason would often carve something that they found amusing. On one of the pinnacles over the great cloister there is a little Elvis Presley with a gothic quiff, and another pinnacle hides the Daily Mirror cartoon character Andy Capp puffing on a tiny stone cigarette. On the lower pinnacle on the buttress on the North Tower of the West front there is a carving on the corner that is a portrait of one of the labourers, Bobby Sackett. He was afraid of heights so never climbed the scaffolding and was instead put in charge of mixing up the mortar and sending it up the hoist along with all the finished stones that would arrive from the workshop. He built himself a little tea room at the bottom of the hoist, which the masons, in their more creative moments, would bombard with rotten pigeon eggs that they’d collected from abandoned nests around the roof spaces. Their portrait of him with bushy sideburns, fingers in his mouth, his tongue out, blowing a giant raspberry in the direction of the site foreman’s office was perhaps their finest hour. He only saw it when the scaffolding was struck at the end of the job. No one else would notice, so well does it blend in with the rest of the work of the facade, but he saw it immediately, as did the foreman, and he is now a part of the history and iconography of the cathedral.

This might seem frivolous, but it is part of the tradition not just of this cathedral but of stone buildings all over the world, and it is therefore essential that this authentic practice continues and that the satire and humour of the men and women who daily express themselves in stone sneaks its way in among the other details and decorations. The Nara Declaration of 1994 is one of the few international documents that really goes to the heart of how and why and what heritage we should conserve, as it attempts to define authenticity, identifying five aspects that should be considered and conserved: form and design; materials and substance; use and function; location and setting; and, finally, traditions and techniques. This last one about technique and tradition defines why there still needs to be a mason’s workshop and why masons must be involved in conservation. If you remove their input you destroy hundreds of years of tradition and cut out the people who have continued to express themselves in stone, leaving behind the beauty and personality that makes every stone building so rich. This is why when we talk about the maintenance and management of an ancient stone structure we talk about restoration and conservation – they are always mentioned together, and they must always be carried out together. This was where Sir Bernard Feilden’s advice came in, because while I was to go on to learn about conservation, I was getting a solid grounding in restoration on the cathedral. The creative side of the work of the masons is not conservation in the strictest sense because we put new things and new ideas on an ancient building but the tradition of doing that is ancient and should be conserved and that is also why the authorities tended to turn a blind eye to what we carved up on the towers and behind the pinnacles. It’s probable that they would never have found them or identified who did it, but they had been masons too – they knew.

The cathedral had originally been built out of Caen stone from Normandy, which was politically linked to England at that time, because the region had many quarries that could supply plenty of high-quality building stone. Furthermore, the quarries, or more specifically galleries and mines, were close to the River Orme, not far from the sea, and it was therefore relatively simple to load blocks onto ships and sail them across the Channel to Kent. Caen stone was used by William the Conqueror to build the Tower of London, and other buildings in England built from this stone include St Albans Cathedral and Westminster Abbey.

The quarries at Caen were closed when I worked at Canterbury, so the dean and chapter had opted for another French stone from near Poitiers called Lepine, which was a similar colour and texture to the old Caen stone but softer. It arrived at the mason’s yard on flatbed articulated lorries that backed in to the workshop laden with four or five huge blocks fresh from the quarry. The lorry would position itself beneath the huge gantry crane that ran the length of the storage space. Each block weighed two or three tons, and in order to lift them off and stack them we attached chain dogs: two huge iron hooks that run freely on a loop of steel chain that is suspended from the gantry crane. You have to calculate the centre of gravity of each block and then cut a check in the stone on each side so that the hooks can get a grip in the right place for the block to hang level once it is hoisted. With the masons carefully holding the hooks in place, the winch on the crane then takes up the slack. Now is the time to pray that the checks have been cut in the right place and there are no faults, because if one of the hooks flushes out not only will the three-ton block crash to the ground just by your feet, but the chain dogs will shoot backwards, and if one hits you in the face, you will end up looking like poor Michelangelo after Pietro Torrigiani had finished with him,[1] though inevitably with less talent. The block is then swung away down the workshop and placed on the stack, ready for the sawyer to choose one and lower it onto the table of the circular diamond saw to square it up for the masons. The work of the sawyer is the simplest operation in the workshop which involves squaring the blocks up with a large circular saw. Noisy, dirty and tedious work.

The draughtsman, or ‘setter out’, would hand us the templates required for our stone to be worked correctly, and we then had to rouse the sawyer from his slumbers in the tea room and start looking for a suitable block in the stack. The sawyer needs three dimensions – height, length and depth – to cut the block correctly. The templates and indications concerning course heights give all the necessary information, and the sawyer should be able to work from these specifications, but it is always wise to double-check that they have the correct measurements.

Our sawyer was decidedly not the sharpest knife in the drawer, and of everyone in the workshop he cared the least about the work, spending most of each day drooling over page three of The Sun with a stained roll-up stuck to his lower lip, rather than thinking about whether stones were being cut correctly. He also hated the masons on principle, because as skilled and indentured craftsmen they got paid more than he did, so he would usually leave a few centimetres of extra stone on the blocks knowing that we would then have to work the surplus off by hand.

As the deafening scream of a diamond-toothed circular saw ripping through half a ton of limestone fades in a hellish diminuendo, the soaking wet block is as ready as the sawyer will concede, and it is transferred to a little flat-top truck running on rails down the centre of the mason’s workshop called a bogey. It stops alongside the banker of the mason who has been chosen to work the stone and is either lifted off by hand or, if it is too heavy, with a portable gantry. Any really large stones have to be worked directly on the bogey, as happened with the keystone of the main arch of the West Front, which weighed nearly two tons when it was finished and had to be rotated and turned around with jacks and hoists while we worked the surfaces.

The first thing a mason does when a stone is lowered onto his banker is check that all six sides are square to each other, because if they are not, when the templates are applied and the lines are scribed on, none of them will meet. The stones were rarely square with the sawyer we had, and we frequently had to send blocks back, risking, at best, a series of gruff expletives or, at worst, being pinned to the wall with a grubby fist under our chins, it somehow having become the mason’s fault that lots of extra work for the poor, beleaguered sawyer was required.

Once the mason is happy that the block is square and true, the templates are applied, and the lines are scribed and connected on all sides. The stone is then cut in a series of phases depending on the design of the piece on the banker.
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Each phase of the cutting must be started and finished cleanly, and the surfaces must be smoothed and checked before the next phase begins. Each step is essential, because each line must be straight and each curve must be correct; any errors or inaccuracies will accumulate and be exacerbated when the stones are assembled on the facade and nothing will fit.

When the stones are finished, they are taken to the site and lifted into position. This process poses a universal problem that has been resolved in similar ways all across the globe. A heavy stone must be lifted from the ground and then lowered into position, usually on to a bed of mortar, and this requires a hoist of some sort, which is not particularly problematical. The real problem that builders face is how to attach the stone to the hoist, because a large stone cannot be lifted or lowered into position with a rope or strap underneath it, as it will become trapped. It is therefore necessary to find a way of extracting the ropes once the stone is in position or to lift the stone without having ropes or straps underneath it at any time.

Many different tools have been developed over time to help masons overcome this problem, and the most common one is called a Lewis. There are several types: the Three Pin Lewis, the Two Pin Lewis and the Split Pin, or Single Pin, Lewis. Like the ancient Egyptians, Greeks and Romans, we used a Three Pin Lewis for the bigger stones at Canterbury Cathedral. This is a key that is composed of different pieces of metal: the two external pieces are triangular while the central piece is rectangular.
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When they are all fitted together, they form a triangle with an iron loop in the top of each one. The triangular slot is precisely cut into the top bed of the stone at the centre of gravity so that the block will be suspended from the hoist in the right position when it is lifted and eventually lowered into position on the building. When the slot has been cut in the top bed, the two triangular pieces of iron are put in and are slid to the extremes of the slot, and the central rectangular piece is fitted in between them. A shackle is passed through the loops in the Lewis, which is then attached to the hoist, and the stone is lifted without the need for any straps or ropes underneath it. It can then be hoisted up the facade and lowered onto the bedding mortar in position. This tool has been in use since antiquity, but then again so have hammers and chisels and all manner of other tools. Stonemasonry is an ancient craft, and while modern machinery has speeded up some things, it cannot replace everything, and there is not always a need to replace the ancient systems if they work.

The ancient Greeks would also cut U-shaped slots in the section joints of stones of the architraves of their temples, as can be seen in the Temple of Hera at Agrigento in Sicily.
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This would enable them to loop a rope through the U on each end of the block and lift it up and place it in position perfectly abutted to the next stone without trapping the rope because it could be pulled out of the slot once the stone was in position. The Khmer in Prasat Krahorm in the ancient city of Koh Ker in Cambodia also used this system for their architraves.

The ancient masons would also sometimes leave knobs of stone sticking out on blocks so that ropes could be tied to them, the stones could be lowered in to position and the knobs could be worked off in situ. This can be seen at Segesta in Sicily and at Wat Athvea in Cambodia but also in Egypt, Persepolis and many other civilisations around the world.

This is not due to transfer of knowledge but rather a result of the communality of man’s ingenuity. When faced with common problems, common solutions are usually found.

I had lived in a dismal bedsit for the first few months in Canterbury but soon I managed to find rooms in a shared flat in the attic of a professor’s house on the London Road with two student nurses.

The boyfriend of one of them was a coal miner at the Tilmanstone pit. He was a slight, friendly man with a strong northern accent. It turned out, to my surprise, that there were a lot of coal mines in Kent. They had been opened following the discovery of coal in the late nineteenth century, and whole communities had moved south to man them, maintaining their accents over three generations. I used to chat with him while his girlfriend prepared his packed lunch, wrapped in newspaper, because aluminium foil was forbidden in case it generated a spark that might set off a pit explosion. I sat aghast as he told me how he plunged 700 metres into the earth before setting off for several kilometres along a shaft that went underneath the English Channel. The roof of the final gallery was only one a half metres in height, and stooping in the darkness they worked ankle-deep in black water. His back was covered in black scars because they worked shirtless due to the heat, scraping their backs against the jagged roof of the tunnel, the coal dust filling the cuts in their backs with dust and tattooing them with black streaks down their spines. I sat listening trying not to register my shock and admiration until he confided in me one morning that he could not imagine doing my work. He had a horror of open spaces and especially of heights, and his idea of hell was working on a scaffolding the way I did. Some months later his world collapsed as the miners’ strike erupted, and his community was torn in half between those supporting Scargill’s National Union of Mineworkers and the newly formed rival Union of Democratic Mineworkers. He went off on flying picket expeditions and got beaten up by the police fairly regularly until the strike collapsed and the pit was closed.

In 1985 after the Christmas break, I was called down to the clerk of the work’s office in the cathedral precincts. I had been working for two years by then, and I still had a year and a half to run before I got my full indentures. The foreman walked me out of the office, and we stood in front of the west facade watching teams of men perilously balancing on the bare frame of the scaffolding of the Arundel Tower as they unscrewed the clips and tubes and transferred them to the gable end. The crown of the arch over the great west window had already been completely replaced; it had moved and cracked, probably due to the changes in the towers and the vibrations from the giant bells over the centuries. There were also problems in the ocular tracery window in the middle of the west gable, where movement had created instability and cracking. In addition to this, the Caen stone was also severely decayed due to pollution over the years.

We stood there for a while, and I began to wonder what he was up to. He started telling me to go up and get measurements for the window, because I would be doing the setting out now. The workshop was rife with what is now known as banter, and I knew that I was something of a figure of fun, because I was passionate about the work and considered to be, perhaps with some justification, a bit of a posh twat. I had felt the need to hide the fact that I had been to university from everyone because I knew that I would have been singled out and ostracised. It would have been typical of them to set me up by offering me a dream job like this just to humiliate me when I jumped enthusiastically at it. After all, I was still officially an apprentice, and the setting out for a tracery window was sophisticated and complex, and was usually only entrusted to very experienced masters.

I looked at him and made a manly, non-committal noise. I dimly remembered that when I had been taken on, he had mentioned that I might go on to do the setting out, but there had been no word of it since, and I’d assumed that it was just talk.

‘We will just be cutting it back to the glass line, so go up and get started. Make a scale drawing, and we’ll see how you get on.’

He was serious!

I could hardly refuse, so I got kitted out with a drawing board, a propelling pencil and a tape measure and climbed up the wobbly ladders to the top of the west window. The gable is set back a few metres from the main facade, and there is a small balcony that runs in between the two towers and with a little door that leads into the roof space. I had a good look at the stone outside and then inside at the tracery behind the glass line. The foreman was right: the stone was very well preserved inside the roof space behind the glass line while the outside was not only badly decayed but had already been patched with Doulting, a coarse-grained limestone from the West Country, in several places and set in a pure Portland Cement mortar and grout. The more I examined the tracery, the less I agreed with the foreman about cutting the stone back to the glass and then sticking new stone onto the old. It seemed like a short-term compromise, relying strongly on modern materials to glue the stones together.

As I found myself looking at the fabric of the tracery window in the gable end, it became clearer to me that each line I drew and each arc I traced was going to define the shapes that would look out over the city for hundreds of years into the future. But I also became more aware that while I was working for the office down on the ground, maybe I could also have a say in the process rather than just tracing the lines, especially since, for the first time, I did not agree with them. Because the decision had been made to go ahead with such a huge job, I was of the opinion that no short cuts should be taken – there had to be a full commitment. It was pointless to cut the stone back to the glass line and then glue new stones onto the old ones – this compromise would be a horrible pastiche.

This was a defining moment for me, because up until then everything had been refreshingly clear. Fred and my masonry teachers, with brutal candour, had always taught me that there was a right way and a wrong way to cut a stone; now, all of a sudden, we had a difference in opinion, and I found myself thinking about the methods that we might use to get the correct result. For the first time, I was dipping my toes in the stormy waters of conservation philosophy and its influence on the decision-making process when working on such important heritage. I could see that there were a number of alternatives, and I was moving through this complex labyrinth without Ariadne’s thread to help me out and the appalling awareness that if I made a mistake, it would be on the facade of perhaps England’s most beloved cathedral. I was only 22, and this responsibility sat heavy on my shoulders. If something went wrong, the consequences would be unthinkable, and I also knew that I would get no support from the office – I would be pilloried.

The more sketches I made, the more it became apparent that, due to the movement of the gable and the window, it would be impossible to match the existing tracery exactly. The original design had started with a square about four metres wide and four metres high, inside which the various arcs and curves were constructed to create the complex tracery window, which had four main lunettes each with three trefoils inside them. When I took the measurements, I found that the square was now a trapezoid due to the movement in the gable, so it would be impossible to recreate exactly the existing shape of the tracery using geometry.

Discussion followed. My solution would mean we had to use more stone than the foreman had anticipated, and there would be more work for the masons, since we would have to work both sides of the stones, but the final result would be much better and would certainly be more durable. I never found out who actually made the decision, because, astonishingly, in the four years I worked there, I never met the cathedral architect, but after a week or so it was decided to replace the whole window.

It was also now clear that this was not a complex prank and that I was actually expected to do the setting out for the window. It was a massive responsibility, because I knew that all eyes would be on me and that there would be no mercy if it did not fit. Every stroke of the pencil and sweep of the compass was going to be transformed into the gable window on the facade of Canterbury Cathedral. Of course, like all masons, I would be nameless for posterity, but standing before the facade with my pencil and drawing board, the scale of what I was about to do was deeply thrilling.

I started by doing a drawing to 1:20 scale so that I could understand the geometry and calculate the centres of the hundreds of arcs in the tracery. This involved about as much geometry as my poor maths teachers had succeeded in drumming in to me at school. Now I had to remember how to bisect an arc and find the centre of the circle. It gradually came back to me, and the drawing began to take shape on my board. Starting with the square and a centre line, I managed to fit in four triangles, each of which would enclose three trefoils. I drew it again and again until I was sure, eventually inking it in so that I could keep it as a good reference. Then I marked out the joints, and after several weeks I was satisfied that my calculations were correct, and it was time to set it out full size.

The table in the workshop was not nearly large enough, so I was allowed to use the floor of the chapter house, which is just off the Great Cloister, the largest in England. Against the eastern wall is the archbishop’s chair, and at each end of the room is a giant stained-glass tracery window, both of which would mottle the floor with multi-hued patterns as I struggled with the geometry.

I began by rolling out enough paper to be able to draw the whole window full size but soon realised that I would need help – it was going to take two people to hold the beam compasses and to stretch the paper – so I asked the foreman to send for someone. He gave me a labourer called Cheesman, who, in their whimsical way, the masons had nicknamed Cheddar. He had long hair, like a faded rocker, and was fantastically short-sighted, wearing round, tinted spectacles that made his eyes look enormous, but he was the best possible assistant, kind-hearted and attentive. We had to use three long sheets of paper side by side that we weighted down so they did not roll up again. It was winter and bitterly cold in the chapter house, and I had to work in my socks because otherwise I would have damaged the paper and the delicate pencil lines that we were gradually tracing. The winter mists blew in through the open doors, making it horribly damp too, which was not only uncomfortable but caused the paper to expand or contract overnight, and lines that had been correct the day before would suddenly be several millimetres off. This was resolved by marking little crosses over the joins between the sheets every metre so that I could check the next day if there had been any movement.

Up until now the drawings had been small and to scale, so I had always used a set square, or T-square, but that was with lines that were no longer than 20 or 30 centimetres long. These lines were four metres long, and when I used a set square, I got the first metre well enough, but when I tried to extend the line to four metres with a straight edge, it was invariably a centimetre or more off.

I tried with a string and then a wire, which worked when I was drawing a straight line but did not solve the problem of running a 90-degree tangent off it, until I remembered another of my geometry lessons in school. Mr Poole, who had despaired at my ability to get a pass in my O-Level, would have been astonished to see me recall Pythagoras and his three-four-five triangles. I traced out a three-metre line on one axis with the wire and then a four-metre one on the other as close to square as possible. Then, with Cheddar holding the wire in place, I joined the two extremities, pulling and pushing them gently until all the points touched and the hypotenuse was exactly five metres long. It was another old Greek who had leaped out of his bath shouting ‘eureka’, but I was just as ecstatic when I checked the right angle and it was perfect. I refrained from a celebratory streak around the cloisters but was elated that I could now use this method to create the whole square on the paper on the floor.

With the square set out, I next had to calculate and draw the arcs. For the trefoils inside the triangles, this was relatively easy, since I could use a beam compass. We had one that was a metre long, which was sufficient, but the radii of the external arcs were more than five metres. I tried tapping a nail into the board at the centre of the arc and fixing a wire to it, but the wire stretched just enough so that when we tried to trace the arc to make the curve it was unacceptably inaccurate and wobbly. Any slip-up here would be transferred directly to the stone when the masons followed my templates, so this was out of the question. In the end, I made a beam compass out of a five-metre scaffolding tube to which I welded a nail on one end and adapted a scaffolding clip for the other end so that I could slide the pencil or scriber up and down the tube to get the correct radius and inscribe the correct arc.

Every time I calculated the centre of an arc and traced it out with our giant beam compass I would cut a reverse template full size in cardboard, which I could take up the scaffolding and match up to the actual stone to make sure my curves were correct. We only drew one side of the window, because the centre line down the drawing acted as a line of symmetry. Any templates we cut for the stones on one side could be turned over and used for the stones on the other side. After several weeks of drawing and climbing up to test the curves we finished the elevation from which we could take what are known as the face moulds. However, the stone cannot be cut if there are no section moulds, which give the mason the correct profiles and mouldings. In stones as complex as these, we would also need to have a lot of reverse moulds, which are zinc templates that allow the mason to scribe on curves that cannot be traced, or trammelled, off existing curves. The huge stones in the bottom corners, which not only included the tracery but also the sloping sill along the bottom of the window, required as many as 26 templates to enable the masons to cut every curve and moulding.

The zinc templates were made by sliding a sheet of zinc under the drawing and pricking through the paper at the corners of each stone and any other strategic points. Then the zinc sheet was slid out and placed on top of the drawing, the dots joined and the straight lines inscribed with a sharp point, while the curved ones were made by putting the scriber in the beam compass, where the pencil once was, and inscribing the arcs that were necessary. Then clippers were used to cut close to the lines and the final excess zinc accurately taken off by bending the metal along the lines till it sheared off through metal fatigue. All edges were gently filed smooth, and the various indications for the masons were written on, such as the front and back, the stone number, the wall line, the surfaces that were external or internal and the type of finish required. The markings on the zinc template were made using a copper sulphate solution that starts a reaction during which elemental copper is deposited on the surface creating an indelible black line much more durable than any other type of ink. Once all the templates had been cut and tested against the original tracery, we took them up to the workshop. We needed the drawings close by at all times in case the masons required any extra reverse moulds while they were carving the stones, and I went back to the banker and rejoined the masonry team. It took us about six months to work all the stones.

Life in Canterbury was made more enjoyable by the presence of the art college and the nearby university, and while my vision of being the moody and fascinating figure in the corner of half-timbered ale houses never quite materialised, I did enjoy the beautiful pubs and student parties. The city is now very gentrified, and it has cleaned itself up to cater for tourism and to the much more demanding students who these days seem to require clean accommodation and vegan food. The comic geniuses in the 1980s series The Young Ones were our role models when I was there, and our accommodation was a health hazard.

There was a wonderful variety of pubs, from the Millers Arms, which had a lovely millstream running past, to the fabulously grotty Jolly Sailor, which had a faintly respectable saloon bar and a sort of pantry with an old TV and stinky armchairs. It was ruled by a terrifyingly fierce old lady who would frequently chase people who annoyed her out of the pub with a hefty stick. Fortunately, for no reason that I could discern, she took to me and allowed me to spend evenings enveloped in an armchair watching football or documentaries. Years later I was leaning on an equally disreputable bar in Cambodia talking to an Englishman who turned out not only to be from Canterbury, but when I asked him if he knew the Jolly Sailor, he told me that the fierce old lady was his mother and nostalgically confirmed every detail of my memories.

During the process of the setting out and carving of the west window, I frequently awoke sweating after nightmares about the stones not matching up and the whole workshop and clergy turning on me, enraged after six months’ work, but when the big day arrived and the top two stones were lowered into position, the match was good. As Fred Waring would have said, this was nothing to go on about, because all I had done was my job, but I have to admit that I did have my own celebrations, bathed in relief that I had not messed up.

I had been in Canterbury now for three and a half years, and my apprenticeship was drawing to a close. I had done the drawings for the pinnacles and buttresses on the Arundel Tower and the west gable window, but when I looked at the upcoming jobs on the calendar of works there was little of interest. It seemed that the next few years were simply going to consist of building walls around new information centres and toilets. I had also become increasingly aware of broader issues concerning the way we were working, and I was getting uneasy. Some of the masons had been transferred to a team of conservators who were working on the ancient, decayed carving on the outside of the older parts of the cathedral, carefully fixing and consolidating every crumb of stone while gently cleaning the surfaces. This seemed to make sense to me. I began to think that ripping out decayed stones and putting in new ones was rather drastic – it felt like battlefield surgery. There’s nothing wrong with surgery, of course, but if you are given a choice between a doctor who will cut your leg off or one who will heal it and provide you with medicine and therapy, the choice becomes clearer. I was learning essential crafts and techniques, as Feilden had suggested, but my experience in the technical side as well as the decision-making process had made me aware that there were different approaches, and that conservation and restoration could be done in a way that would save the ancient beauty and integrity of the carvings and buildings. It reminded me of the same way I had felt sitting on the bus watching the beautiful houses being torn down in Kilburn. I had seen people working and being trained in this way in Venice, when I met the people working in front of the Bridge of Sighs, so I looked in to conservation schools there and brushed up on the rather shaky Italian that I had learned at university when studying Renaissance history texts.

I applied to the San Servolo school, known as the European Centre for Training Craftsmen in the Conservation of the Architectural Heritage, which was funded by the European Union and Council of Europe. It was open to anyone with a full apprenticeship in either stonemasonry, carpentry or blacksmithing, and its aim was to retrain artisans in conservation. This was the school whose students I had seen on the Ponte della Paglia before. With a cover letter from the Venice in Peril Fund, which was offering a scholarship, I applied and handed in my notice at Canterbury.

Unknown to me, almost at the same as I applied to San Servolo, Canterbury had applied for World Heritage status, and in 1988, two years after I left the cathedral, St Augustine’s Abbey and St Martin’s Church were included in the World Heritage List, which significantly changed the approach to work on the cathedral. Maybe if I had stayed I would have been able to become part of the growing conservation team, but I had cast my die. I was crossing my Rubicon.
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The Stones of Venice
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Oh Venice! Venice! when thy marble walls

Are level with the waters, there shall be

A cry of nations o’er thy sunken halls,

A loud lament along the sweeping sea!

If I, a northern wanderer, weep for thee,

What should thy sons do?

Lord Byron, ‘Ode to Venice’

I drove through France enjoying every village, market and cathedral I could find, picnicking on fresh bread and cheeses and stopping periodically to watch the 1986 World Cup in smoky sports bars. My French improved, and I endeared myself to the local clientele by making a convincing show of pretending to support France while they reciprocated by politely pretending to favour England. When Maradona went for a high ball in the England penalty area and clearly tapped it into the net past Peter Shilton with his hand, hope died again, as it has consistently continued to do since then. This injustice earned me a few more drinks, but it was with the familiar English sense of regret and resignation that I drove back to the farmhouse where I was staying and decided that maybe the Hand of God was also telling me that now it was time to time to head south on the next stage of my journey.

I drove straight to Rome but met no one there due to the August holiday Ferragosto, when the entire population of Italy heads for the beaches of Rimini and Riccione and sits in sorry lines under parasols hundreds of metres away from a grimy sea, eating huge quantities of food while shouting at each other. My failure to find work or lodging was made worse when I was robbed in Anguillara outside Rome, so I decided to cut my losses and head back to my first love: Venice.

The fuel gauge was nearly on empty as I coasted into Mestre, and I found a cheap garage to leave my van. I had called an old friend who kindly offered me his box room without hesitation, and I settled in to his lovely bohemian apartment just behind San Marco. Jeremy had left England many years earlier and had found a lovely niche for himself in Venice, where he taught English and English literature at a private school and at the university. His apartment was close to the Basilica of San Marco, above one of the best restaurants in the city, which was, and continues to be, way beyond my budget but smelled wonderful. At weekends, his flat would fill up with artists and writers who would consume quantities of wine, arguing and dancing late in to the night in various stages of undress. Venice can seem a bit sleepy, but if you scratch the surface, there is and always has been a devil-may-care attitude to life, and it was often as dawn’s early light reflected off the cupole of the basilica of St Mark that I would retire to my little box room, the Moors on the clock striking the early hours of the morning.

I had to find work as soon as I could, so I got in contact with some of the people I’d met during my university programme there. I also asked around in the bars I knew and spoke to people from the foreign community. They all suggested that I teach English, which was possibly the last thing I wanted to do, so I got in touch with Professor Philip Rylands, who was director of the Peggy Guggenheim Collection, which was housed in a strange unfinished stone palace on the Grand Canal that had been her home.

I went to meet Philip at the Palazzo Venier dei Leoni. We had met already when I was at university, and I was happy to see him again, not least because there was the faint possibility of him providing me with some type of work, but also because I liked him. I rang the bell and was let in through the beautiful gate into a building site and picked my way between cement mixers and plasterers en route to his office, where he wasted no time in offering me the most wonderful job. I was to help with the renovations and then with the preparation and hanging of the collection. Once the gallery was ready and inaugurated, he then wanted me to head an internship programme that would curate and guard the collection. I told him I could start the next day and began to help out, initially, in the gardens.
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