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Garden

THE IMMENSE STONE PLANTER AND
BARBECUE QUTSIDE THE KITCHEN
DOOR OF MARTHA’S HOUSE IN MAINE
look as if they’ve always been there,
though they were built just a few months
ago. Made of rough-hewn granite, they
blend seamlessly with the stone walls
of Skylands, as her house is known,
creating an effect that is rustic and
natural. The planter, which Martha has
filled with herbs, is evocative of an old
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Fnglish garden trough, the sort of
massive stone piece originally used to
feed and water farm animals. And the
barbecue is every bit as dramatic; it
was inspired by a traditional Argentine
style of grilling called asado.

T'o execute her plan, Martha contact-
ed a local expert, Jetf Gammelin, owner
of Freshwater Stone & Brickwork, in
Orland, Maine. Gammelin taught him-

self to work with stone some twenty-

LEFT: At her house in Maine, Martha fills her
granite planter, modeled after antique En-
glish garden troughs, with herbs. Snipping
the herbs for cooking couldn't be easier—the
planter is just steps from the kitchen door.

five years ago by building his own
home from local fieldstone. He does
all kinds of residential and commercial
stonework, including putting in coun-
tertops, building walls, and designing
and installing his signature mosaic-
style fireplaces. Working with huge
pieces of stone is a specialty of his,
and he loves to see the pieces find the
petfect home. The giant stones he has
collected from all over Maine can
remain orphans for years; there isn’t
an overwhelming demand for such
unwieldy pieces, and there aren’t many
ways to usc them. “I'm so glad she
picked this one,” he says of the slab
Martha chose for her barbecue table.
“This is an ideal application for it.”
He and Martha had both admired the
stone’s not-so-perfect shape and weath-
ered look, and these attributes remain
evident now that it’s a tabletop.

Not all stone yards would have
pieces like this to choose from. The
stones for the table and the planter
are Deer Isle Granite, a gray rock with
lavender-rose feldspar, which gives it
depth and sparkle. They are from one
of the many Maine quarries that flour-
ished a century ago, supplying stone
for buildings all over the East Coast
(in fact, Skylands, built in 1926 is also
made of local granite). The pieces used
for these projects were probably quar-
ried, or cut, more than one hundred
years ago. Referred to as roughbacks,
they are the end pieces trimmed from

an enormous block. of granite, smooth
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on one side where the cut was made,
irregular on the other—like the heel
of a loaf of bread. The roughbacks
and other pieces that were considered
scraps, like those used for the legs of
the table and planter, were left behind
in the quarries. Gammelin and his
crew make periodic forays to these
quarries, some defunct, some still in
operation, to handpick pieces. “It’s
like fishing for stone,” says Bill Gul-
liver, a manager at Freshwater Stone.

During the decades they spent lan-
guishing in the quarry, these stones
matured gracefully. Their cut edges
weathered and softened as they aged.
They sprouted lichen and moss. This
patina, along with the pieces’ natural,
idiosyncratic shapes, allows them to
fit perfectly into their new setting
against the old granitc house. “I love
the organic nature of it all,” says
Martha. “This has become a lovely
area for cooking and socializing—and
it even smells nice from the herbs.”

CUTTING THE STONE For her table, Martha chose
a piece of granite that is a yard wide and almost
14 feet long and weighs 3,700 pounds. (The price of
such a stone starts at about $65 per cubic foot. The
smaller leg pieces cost less; labor costs increase the
final price, too.) Later, it will have to be trimmed
slightly, when it is fitted into the alcove space for which it is intended, but alterations will be minimal.
The preliminary work was done at Freshwater Stone. Gammelin and his crew complete the work
on-site; they have already been out to the house to take exact measurements. 1. A forklift makes
easy work of moving the immense piece of granite. 2. The top of the stone, as it sits on the wood-
en risers, is smooth and flat; this is the edge that was cut when the stone was originally quarried
decades ago. Gammelin and Zach Adams lay the plywood template, made according to the mea-
surements taken at Martha's house, onto the stone. 3. Gammelin marks the stone using the tem-
plate as a guide. The edge of the template isn't perfectly straight—that's because the walls of the
alcove the stone will fit into aren’t perfectly straight, either. 4. A saw can be used to cut through
stone like this, but splitting it manually gives a more natural-looking edge. Gammelin, who en-
joys the physicality of working with stone, also finds that this method can actually be more
efficient. The tools he uses to split the stone are shown above (from left): a trace, a three-pound
hammer, feathers, and wedges. He starts with the trace, positioning its narrow tip on the line
he has marked, and hits it with the hammer. He'll do this all the way along the line. The trace
“sends a message down through the stone as to where it wants to split,” says Gammelin. 5. Holes
are made with a rock drill at 4-to-6-inch intervals. 6. Into each hole, Gammelin inserts two of
the small, curved metal pieces called feathers, and places a wedge between them. 7. As Gammelin
hammers each wedge, he applies even pressure and goes very slowly, to achieve a clean split,
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MAKING THE PLANTER For the 7%-by-3-
foot slab of granite to become an herb
planter, it first needed to be hollowed out.
Here's how that was done, and how the
planter was installed at Martha's house.
1. The top of the stone was scored in parallel
lines using a computerized tool called a
bridge saw: The stone rests on a platform
while a blade above it makes the cuts it is
programmed to make. |t can only cut a depth
of 5 millimeters at a pass, so it repeats the
cuts until it reaches the proper depth. In this
case, it took twenty-four passes—and about
6 hours—to make the 4%-inch- deep cuts
you see here. At each corner, Dana Wilbur
uses a core bit to drill a round hole the same depth as the scored lines; the holes will serve as the guide for the rounded
corners. The stone inside the scored lines is carved out with a chisel. The stone is kept wet to cool the blades of the power
tools. 2. In the chosen location for the planter, the ground tends to be muddy; a flat base stone will be put down first to give
each leg added stability. Here, Troy Gerow steadies one of the base pieces as it's lowered by the boom truck into place. The
pin sticking out of the base will fit into a hole in the bottom of the leg piece. 3. The legs are lowered next. Big, thick stones
like this one, which weighs about 900 pounds and would take at least six able-bodied men to pick up, are often lifted with
pins: Two diagonal holes are drilled into the top of the stone, and a pin inserted into each one. The pins are joined with a
chain loop that the hook from the boom truck attaches to. Tom Brennan makes sure the top of each leg is level, which is
essential before the planter can be lowered into place. 4. Gerow and Brennan direct the placement of the planter. It is sus-
pended from a loop of nylon webbing, which will be easy to slip out of the way later. This is a dry run; if it's wobbly, adjust-
| ments will be made. Once the fit is perfect, the top will be lifted, mortar applied, and the top set back down—for good.
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MAKING THE BARBECUE TABLE This alcove in the stone wall (above) is the ideal setting for the barbecue table Martha envisioned. She
was inspired by Argentine asado cooking, in which meats are simply grilled on an outdoor barbecue. In fact, she asked an old friend,
Sasa Mahr-Batuz, who owns two restaurants in Connecticut and is opening an Argentine grill called Wildfire this summer, to make the
steel grill rack for her. The stone was trimmed to fit into the space (the process is described on page 114) with a clearance of about a
quarter inch. The pieces are set in place using techniques similar to those described for the planter (page 116). Here, Brennan and Gammelin
guide the tabletop as it is lowered onto the table legs; when a huge, asymmetrical piece like this is suspended with nylon webbing,
finding the balancing point is a matter of trial and error. After they make sure the tabletop fits into the nook and sits squarely on the legs,
it will be joined to the legs with mortar. Granite is strong and durable, but not impervious to heat, so Martha builds a base for the barbe-
cue out of firebricks (below left). Made of refractory brick, they won’t crack when subjected to high temperatures. The design of the grill
rack (below right) is clever: When you're cooking meat, the fat collects in the V-shape bars of the grate instead of dripping into the fire.
Martha is delighted with the results. “I can light a fire for one steak, or make enough food for a party,” she says. “It's the simplest thing.”




