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ROMANCING THE STONE

By Hank Whitsett

Few remaining vestiges of so many vanished cultures
are as mysierious and powerfully evocative as stonework.
We're talking big art form here, with some creations of
stone finding expression in acres. Even an interior fire-
place has an unmatched visual dominance. Most walls
and fireplaces are more than functional, but a relative few
reach the level of expression attained in the works of Jeff
Gammelin.

Stone has a fascination for Gammelin. He's one of
those who responds to its unique resonance. In his four-
teen-year career as a mason, Gammelin has developed his
vision of stonework as art. He's arrived at a point where
the functional objects he creates are appreciated as
sculpture.

The fact that the creations of Freshwater Stone and
Brickwork, Gammelin’s business on Route 1 in Orland,
now alttract national atiention may mean some change in
clientele for the Orland stonemason, but not in his ap-
proach to contracting. His customers, always part of a
special mix that ranges from neighbors to the rich and fa-
mous, have each contributed to the evolution of his work.

Gammelin's signature use of large stone with nearly
invisible mortar joints evokes an intimate and spontane-
ous geology. Designs range from flowing free-form to the
more contained compositional reference of the rectangle.

Freshwater Stone and Brickwork has grown to include
a masonry supply store that stocks most of the materials

 that Jeff has found difficult to get over the years. There
are assortments of sawn, polished granites and marbles
for countertops, including an array of Deer Isle and New
Hampshire granites.

Freshwater now employs 12 people, with a crew of
three masons. The company provides a range of services
including exterior and interior masonry and stone
fabrication: Shaping to specifications of any type stone

- that needs 1o be cutor surfaced. i

We talked recently with Jeff at his shop in Orland.

&

Hank Whitsett: How did you get interested in stonema-
sonry?

Jeff Gammelin: Where I grew up in northwest New Jer-
sey there was a lot of stonework in the houses. I had that
in the back of my mind when we moved up here in 1972.
This seemed like a nice place to live, where we could af-
ford to buy some land. '

When we built our house, I started working with stone.
We went through different stages and built one section out
of stone that was one style, and another that was a little bit
different. I finally built a tower inside the house.

One day I had gone upstairs in the barn and was look-
ing out at the tower that was just outside. I started seeing
this mosaic pattern in the stone. I didn’t try to do it, but it
was there and it just made me think: That’s kinda neat
looking. I could try to do that!

Then when I tried to do it, it screwed up [laughs]. It
didn’t come out as well. But at least the idea was there,
that you could make a mosaic pattern in stone. Which is
probably nothing new, but for me it was. I just got real ex-
cited about it.

From that point on I took jobs and never had a time
that we haven’t worked. We picked up brick masonry,
hired brick masons. We have a certain style with our
brickwork, too, that’s related to our stonework.

HW: How would you describe your style of brickwork?
JG: It has a more hand-crafted look than commercial-type
brickwork. Ours is a little tighter.

HW: I noticed in the chimney downstairs the joints are
really tight.

JG: This is nothing new to brick masonry. I think awhile
ago brickwork always had quarter-inch or less joints, but
somewhere along the line they did away with that, and the
joints just kept getting thicker. Nowadays sometimes
they're half-inch thick.

Technically a quarter-inch joint, or less, is stronger, all
other things being equal. To me, it’s better all around. It’s
a stronger joint, it’s more weather resistant, and I think it
looks a lot nicer.

If you have old brick, or hand-molded brick, you can
treat them like stone, where each individual brick has a
different shape and a different size. Not a huge difference,
but you can use that difference to give what I call a little
“life” to brickwork. It’s just a much more restful appear-
ance. I got the idea from looking at a pile of old bricks. It
has a nice restful slump.
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HW: This area has quite a heritage related to granite. Do
you feel any connection with the granite quarrying in-
dustry of the last century?

JG: No, [ honestly don’t. However, I really enjoy working
in quarries and Deer Isle granite is beautiful. I think we’re
lucky to have that as our local granite, because we find it’s
one of the nicest stones to work.

It’s one of the most attractive stones in the sense that
it’s pretty by itself, but it’s not overpowering. It goes with
a lot of interior color schemes. It goes with oak, or sheet-
rock painted white, or a bit off white--toward the pink.
Anything that has any kind of red, it brings out the laven-
der hues. It’s fairly soft to work with. It’s by far the pretti-
est of the granites.

HW: Quarrying is basically activating, putting the mate-
rial into the flow, making it available for use. Masonry is
the actual execution into form of both a functional and
artistic statement. I see your work much more connected
fo that of ancient cultures, in the sense of the use of
large, naturally occurring stone materials with minimal
Joints.

Quarries are more of a nineteenth to mid-twenfieth
century phenomenon around here. Granite is just not
used that much anymore, in terms of architectural work.
Some, but not the way it was.

JG: Actually, it’s probably used more now. With present
technology they can now cut it so thin. They’re replacing a
lot of marble facing on buildings because they’re finding
that the marble doesn’t hold up that well. It stains. It’s
softer, more porous.

There’s a remendous business in granite slabs, which
is one of the reasons that these countertops are competitive
with something like Corian [acrylic resin countertop mate-
rial]. We can sell granite retail for about what Corian sells
for retail, sometimes less, and the reason is the fact that

- they’re doing so much of this building grade cutting and

quarrying and polishing. You polish it a little bit more for
countertops, but they’re competitive with Corian in price,
and they last forever.

HW: It’s an incredible material to use, and something
that I would have thought only the wealthy could afford.
It would seem to me that your favored material is granite.
JG: Our nicest fireplace was one that we did down in
Frenchboro. It was granite that had soft weathered edges. It
was like a field stone, very colorful field stone. But the
owner had a lot of land. The shapes available to us were
almost limitless, a perfect palette to work from.

We did a natural waterfall and pool in his backyard that
we made look like the ledge. You always hear that: “Oh,
yeah, we want it to look natural.” This really looked natu-
ral. It looked like it was there, and they built the house
around it; it just came out great.

HW: Is that one of your design aims, to have the finished
product look like it’s always been there?

JG: There have been jobs where that was actually speci-
fied. Not so much in fireplaces, but in stone walls that
we’ve done or stone structures where they wanted it to
look like the house had been built amidst ruins.

There’s a term for that: Follies. It was something that
was done in England. We tried to make this look finely
crafted and at the same time distressed, falling apart. It was
fun. It was a little hard to understand in the beginning
[laughs]. But now I feel like it’s in our vocabulary.

HW: What have been the influences on your style?

JG: I'm real attracted to the use of really large stones, and
it’s been something that’s developed in our work, But I
don’t think it’s distinct with me. The other guys on the
crew really get excited, too. There’s something about put-
ting up large stones that must have some kind of primitive
appeal. ;

The rock formations in the area are definitely an influ-
ence. If you cruise the coast, you can’t help but notice
these beautiful, long horizontal lines of stone.

Whether you focus on the actual mass of the stone or if
you look at the seams where the stone is cracked and the
continuity and flow of those seams along the landscape or
the color. Those are the three things that we focus on in
our work. These are the three things that you have at your
disposal to make patterns. That’s the art work to it.

And those are the three things that you look at when
you see it. We're successful if the stonework has a nice
balance, a nice scale in it’s environment, and it’s interest-
ing. Your eye moves. It follows the patterns, the small
little groupings of stones, the large groupings—the large
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4 Ursula Gammelin enjoys the warmth of this fieldstone fireplace
located in Frenchboro.

masses. Things relate to each other. There’s a dimensional
quality. On one dimension, you’re looking at the faces of
the stones. On another dimension, deeper, you're seeing
something else happening, complimentary to that.

One of our better fireplaces, one of our better opportu-
nities, was [the fireplace of a wealthy patron of the arts
who values his anonymity] where we were really trying to
portray a “geological history” of the site. It was kind of af-
ter the fact. After we decided on a design, we saw what we
were (rying to do and we gave it a name. Then, when dif-
ferent design questions came up, we referred to that to
make our decisions.

Basically the site of the house was on a very bold ledge
of huge stones that worked its way down to the ocean.
There, smaller stones from the ledge had fallen down and
been smoothed and had a different shape, a different pat-
tern as they lay on the beach. And you had the point in-be-
tween which wasn’t just a break between the two. They
melded together or melded apart. We started on the left. i
hand side of the fireplace with really large ledge rocks.
And I mean large—one of the stones is four foot by eight
foot and at least a foot thick. As we moved to the right, it
developed into beach stone. What was nice was how we
put the two together. If you travel the coast or even in a
quarry, what you see are the seams of stone going from
one type and changing into another.

HW: Sort of like looking at a static example of time
lapse photography: i.e., this is what’s going to kappen to
this ledge.

JG: And in a way it’s also a section of when the stone it-
self is formed. One kind of stone, like an igneoes grey
Deer Isle granite, changes. In another section there’s a dif-
ferent mineral composite. These seams—1I think they’re
called inclusions—where as the granite fractwreed another
molten stone would come in and fill the fractwres_ are what
we iried (o represent.

HW: S0 a major influence is geology itsely.

JG: Yeah. We have a geologist on our crew. 2 guy with a
master’s degree in geology. We've learned 2 Joe 1 tried to
leamn it on my own. I found it was very complscated. Hav-
ing Glen on the crew is great. Unfortunasely [langhs], |
don’t seem to have a knack for understanding .

HW: What qualities must a person have to become
stonemason?

JG: I think you need a large measure of patience 10 be able
to become absorbed in your work. I really dom’t have any
problem with that. When I first started I was slways disap-
pointed at the end of the day. I was glad 1 g0 home, of
course, but I always wished there was another hour to fin-
ish what I was trying to do. I don’t know i I geite get into
it that much anymore.

When you're really into it: time—it just doesa’t mean
anything. It’s real enjoyable, and the guys who have done
it with me for awhile—you get into it. You share that same
fecling. You know you're experiencing it. 2nd you know
the guy you’re working with is experiencing i t00. It’s
something you can’t even talk about. 'm swre s that
same way in other crafts.

In stonemasonry, what you have going for vou that cre-
ates this feeling: Your body. You feel stron ale you're
working. You feel every bit of you involved ia it fifting,
hammering. You’re hitting yourself with yoer Bammer ev-
ery once in awhile. A lot of pain and blood. It's the absorp-
tion, the concentration, when you'’re rying o creaie your
patiemns and trying to figure out what to do next

That’s one of the things that people have wrong when
they say, “It’s just like a big jigsaw puzzle!™ and I never
take the time and say, “No, it is not like a big igsaw
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puzzle.” It's exactly the opposite of a jigsaw puzzle. Ina
jigsaw puzzle you’re just trying to put the pieces, that have
already been established, into place. That’s more like
brickwork. You’ve got your parameters, and you throw it
in there, and you do it to plan. This is totally different.
You're starting with nothing, and it’s like a sculpture in a
way except you're even starting with less than that. Be-
cause in a sculpture, you’ve got something that you pare
away. Here, you're starting with nothing and you’re add-
ing to nothing, trying to make something.

As well as being so physically involved, it clears your
head when you’re working hard. And then you have to
concentrate and figure out what you’re gonna do next and
get your plans going. You just need a lot of concentration.
The three things tie together. I guess it’s three things...

HW: Four, if you count smacking yourselfin the hand.
JG: Right; Pain [laughs].

One is being physically involved. The other is the aes-
thetic sensibility. And the other is the skill: being able to
cut the stone where and how you want.

HW: The ability to visualize: To be able to reach that
space, whatever the inspiration, to visualize what you
want to do next; then the technique and the abilities to
actualize, to see that through.

JG: Right, and that’s something you just keep improving
on. It feels good to be able to master something. You feel
like you're in control of what you're doing. I feel like we
have masons on the crew, well, even though there’s plenty
of experience left for us to go through and more to learn,
when you do share that with the other guys, it’s a nice feel-
ing! That’s sort of what keeps us together as a crew. IL’s
something that’s very difficult to communicate, too.

HW: This leads into the style that you as a gmup of ma-
sons exemplify. What makes that style unique?

JG: I think we’re fortunate that we’ve had the opportunity

to not have to build to other people’s designs.

We do build to other people’s designs: We get plans
from architects and I’ ve learned to really respect some of
these folks because their ideas are unique and it’s a good
discipline for us, working within these ideas. Sometimes
you get people who are really good and they’re on top of
what they’re doing and they want to take what you can do
and put it within what they can do and then it’s really
interesting, really fun.

HW: Do you get to interact?

JG: A lot.. We say what we can do, what we can’t do.
We'’ve learned. Once we feel like we’re dealing with
somebody who has something serious to say here, we're
really open. I’ve put my foot in my mouth enough times
with these people and then gone through with their vision
and seen that they really had a neat idea, I just wasn’t see-
ing it.

One of the people we really enjoy working with is Pat
Chasse” of Landscape Design Associates in Northeast Har-
bor. He teaches at Harvard and he’s fantastic. It’s a privi-
lege to be considered for the execution of his ideas. '

We have our techniques. Because we try to get a cer-
tain look and in order to achieve that look, we do things a
lot different than other masons. Assuming that it’s struc-
turally OK, there really isn’t a right way to do it. There’s
an art in just figuring out how to achieve what you're
trying to achieve.

The finished look is: Joints which are tight. Things look
like they’re fitted and yet not overworked. If we do cut a
stone we try to soften it, round the cut edges over, we try
to color it so it blends in with the other stones and not look
like it’s fresh cut. Our mortar mix is different.

Our approach to building a fireplace or a stone wall is
different, in the sense that we don’t do veneer work. We
let the stones take priority. The stones go up first, then our
backing comes in. A lot of times you’ll see people throw
up the block and then just put the stones in front. When
we’re in our glory, it’s: Start with the stone and Work with
the stone. That’s the important thing. We deal with a fire-
place, or whatever the stonework is, as a composition,

HW: How do you come up with a compositional idea?
JG: It’s nice to know what kind of a look the people want,
what kinds of stones they prefer—cut stone or field stones.
Some stones lend themselves to different designs better
than others. The stones that are available to us for a certain
job direct what we can do, although now we know where
we can get almost any type of stone. We can get pretty
close, and we have the capabilities of making almost any
shape stone, which we didn’t have before.

. We do quarrying, which basically involves drilling and
splitting the stone, on a real small scale. We find a lot of
our stone: It’s already been cut in rubble piles and we pick
it for its shape, for what it suggests as far as its possibili-
ties in a wall, its size and what it can offer us. We’re very
selective in quarries or in fields, and take a very small per-
centage of the stone. .

There was an old wall that we were disassembling, and
we were taking one stone out of a hundred that we
handled. And we dug down four feet deep in the ground to
get to these stones. The stones that we got were incredible!
The stones that we left were pretty good, too. :

This was all by hand, otherwise we would have
scratched the hell out of them. It took forever, picking ‘em
up by hand.

HW: How do you move them, ordinarily?
JG: A boom truck with a crane on it. We have chain falls,
pins and we strap and drill using electric hammer drills or
air, which is really the quickest. Or we hand split them.
We do a lot of flaming [intense, focused heat applied
with a torch] now, which gives a weathered appearance to
a stone. It’s really a nice technique for removing material.
You have to be careful because you can break your stone
really easily.

HW: What’s the next stage? Do you think about that?
JG: When I say putting together a cut granite fireplace
what does that have to do with carving gargoyles on the
Washington Cathedral? That’s a much more advanced type
of stonework.

What stage is next? We’re working with polished gran-
ite, doing designs with fabricated stone. We recently com-
pleted a job where we had thermally treated slabs and we
ran a waving, meandering polished strip between these
slabs.

We have more options now and you just feel like
you’re exploring new territory. We couldn’t have done that
without having done what we did before, I don’t think. It
just gives us a better feeling for the stone. I think that’s
why we’re able to get into doing the countertops.

We’ll put somebody on countertops that doesn’t have
the stonework experience, and it becomes evident right
away that this guy does not have any idea

HW: What is it that you enjoy most about working with
stone?

JG: The stonework in Brittany and Ireland has a real ap-
peal for me. I just can’t get over it. My wife Candy gave
me a book and there are pictures of stone markers: Huge
stones of twelve, maybe fifteen feet high, and they’re
placed in these fields. They’re odd shapes, not just acci-
dental shapes. They seem to have some meaning or some
appeal to whoever put those things up. In this book, there
was a very distinctly shaped stone out in the middle of
nowhere.

Before I got the book, when I was out in Frenchboro, I
found a stone a long way from the boat. I carried this thing
half a mile. It was a very strange shape. It had its own base
and was a strange metallic stone. I got it home. It’s still
right in front of my house.

I was looking through that book and there was the exact
same shape in that signpost stone. I immediately saw it. It
was just that feeling: That there was some connection.
Somehow that same shape appealed to me and it appealed
to someone way back then.

It’s like a summary of everything we’ve said. You feel
satisfied that you’ve worked with something and learned it
and it responds to what you want it to do. It’s very satisfy-
ing learning and actively mastering a craft. But it’s the ex-
perience of actually doing it that is the best part.

what stone is. It doesn’t translate quickly. I
don’t think it’s anything that we have that’s
unique to us. Almost-anybody could do it.
It’s just a matter of working with stone a
longer period of time.

Kevin and myself and Tom could get
into all different aspects of stonework be-
cause we have the groundwork behind us.
We know what the finished product should
look like. We know what to look for. Same
with the countertops. We know what they
should look like when they’re done. We may
still be falling a little short of that.

HW: What should the finished product
look like, ideally?

JG: Perfect. [laughs] We do everything by
hand here. We don’t have the large equip-
ment that a lot of the other fabricators have,
but years ago they didn’t have that equip-

<

Gammelin: “You feel strong
while you’re working. You
feel every bit of you involved
init, lifting, hammering.”

A cut granite stairway
and wall in Castine
provides privacy

and a nice background
for the owner's herb &

ment, either. And they were still able to do fev Cas

it. So we’re using modern technology hand
tools.

When we first started, 1 wanted it to look like it had
been done by hand. Now, as we’re getting better, the more
you do it, the closer it approaches a perfect look. So why
not have that as your ideal? Maybe that’s wrong.

HW: At some point you’ll achieve the perfect look and
you’ll say, “Now we’ve got the choice. We can do it either
way.l)

JG: In a way, it feels nice. I like the character. You feel
little waves in the granite.

HW: It’s nice to sense the human back there. It’s a good
feeling. It’s the same with music. Today it’s so easy to
produce a lot of things which

were done by humans, by ma-

¥ perennial gardens.

Jelf Gammelin

chine, e.g.: Drum machines
and synthesizers. People need
to have a sense of someone
back behind it.

JG: Right. I like to feel those
ripples.

HW: Part of your style is the
fact that flow and sensuality
are pleasing. To a degree, ab-
solute stark, crisp precision is
not so warm and engaging.
You’ve based your style on that
warmth. It’s sort of a paradox,
using a cold, static material to
amplify warmth.

JG: What you are saying is just
like the brick. It’s the same. To

&

T;ﬂs sculptural fieldstone
fireplace in Surry stretches
fully 26 feet.

Stockpiles of stone at
Freshwater Stone and
% Brickwork in Orland.

be able to do perfect, crisp eF Camrioh

brickwork and to be able to say,

“Hey that’s not what I really want to do. I want it to look
like this.” That’s when you feel confident in yourself. You
can do what you want to do.

HW: Yeah. The confidence comes with experience and
the ability to utilize different styles for effect rather than
be locked in to only one approach.

JG: And you're always dealing with the public’s taste, too.
Of course to you, it’s your life. You’re thinking about it all
the time.

When you were asking me before how I come up with
a design, I think all of us have these little patierns that
we’re always working out in our minds of how things can
fit, or how we’d like them to fit. [laughs]

And yet you have to deal with the public’s taste. Some-
one might say “I don’t like that” or “That’s not right” and
the last thing you want to do is stand there and try to tell
them, “What do you mean it’s not right!” and give them
you’re whole life history and explain why it is right.

David Coleman
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