
Writing of Stones

Sound art installation 
for St. George’s Chiurch 
amongst a number of 
artworks commissioned for 
Portland’s b-side Festival.

Writing of Stones is a site-
specific sound work by Duncan 
Whitley, created for St. George’s 
Church on Reforne. The artist’s 
haunting installation resonates 
within the fabric of the church 
- built in the mid-eighteenth 
century of Portland stone - 
occupying its pews, galleries 
and nave with the ethereal and 
elusive medium of sound.
The installation invokes the 
idea of St. George’s and its 
cemetery as a quiet witness 
to its environment; testament 
to human and ecological 
narratives. Informed by obscure 
tales from Portland history 
and folklore, its three ‘chapters’ 
(The Storm, The Working of 
Stone, and The Hymn) take us 
on an abstract journey woven 
through sound, architecture and 
memory. 
Declared formally redundant in 
the 1970s, St. George’s Church 
and its graveyard stand alone on 
a flat piece of land on Tophill, a 
kind of monument to Portland. 
At the time of its consecration 
it was the only parish church 
on the island: a centripetal 
entity drawing in folk from 
Chiswell, Fortuneswell, Easton, 
Weston, Southwell, Wakeham 
and Portland’s other villages. 
Long after the establishment 
of several other churches on 
the island (contributing to the 
decreasing demand for services 
at St George’s), Portlanders 
continued to hold their burial 
services there. The municipal 
cemetery in use today sits just 
to the south of St George’s, 
contiguous to the old cemetery 

and overlooked by the church. 
Portland does have two other 
major burial grounds: the 
Naval Cemetery, located below 
the Verne, and the curiously 
named Strangers’ Cemetery on 
Underhill.
The majority of the headstones 
at St George’s are, like the 
church itself, cut from 
Portland stone: eulogies and 
remembrances carved into 
the white limestone, quarried 
and raised from the land by the 
islanders remembered here. 
The graveyard reads like an 
archive of sorts: to a “kimberlin” 
(Portland dialect for “outsider”), 
it is a library of obscured 
tales; for those on the island, a 
repository for individual and 
communal memories. 

Writing of Stones was 
commissioned by b-side for the 
b-side Festival 2014. The Festival 
runs across Portland from 
September 5th - 14th. For more 
information visit 
www.b-side.org.uk

Contemporary sound at Portland’s 
eighteenth century church.

The Georgian architecture of St. George’s Church Duncan Whitley

THE RULES for RINGING and TOLLING the  BELL
If fervice in morning,to be rung at 8 O’clock,if in afternoon
at 1. When the Minifter and Congregation are prefent to be
rung,and toll’d till the fervice begins. When a person dies a 
knell to be rung,and afterwards ftrike 6 times for a man 
and 3 for a woman. And on funeral days the BELL to 
be rung at 8 O’clock in the morning,and alfo when the 
Minifter comes,and then toll untill the corpfe is in the 
Church,and after Interr’d,a knell to be rung.

Rebekah Stone’s headstone 
was the first to be erected in 
St. George’s newly consecrated 
cemetery, on the 17th 
September 1766. Rebekah 
was the daughter of John and 
Rebekah Stone (previously 
Wiggott), who were married 
in 1762, at the Tabernacle - the 

temporary space of worship 
established on Portland in the 
interim period between the 
disuse of the old St. Andrew’s 
Church at Ope Cove, and the 
completion of St. George’s. She 
was the third of eleven siblings, 
a number of whom died in 
their infancy, Rebekah passing 

away aged nine months. Her 
headstone is simple, and 
is one of only a handful of 
headstones in the cemetery 
whose inscription faces west. 
Curiously, none of her siblings 
received a commemorative 
stone, nor were their names 
added to Rebekah’s headstone. 
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... and on fine summer days, 
he would place his traps 
strategically among the thistles 

on the quarry banks. These 
same downy thistles would 
also be used to bait his traps. 

He was a giant of a man, and 
of the toughest nature, yet 
these tiny wild birds held a 

deep fascination for him, their 
beautiful, trilling song giving 
him such obvious delight, and 

he would compare, in detail, 
the singing ability of one with 
the other, and always spoke of 
them as individuals! As many 
as half a dozen of these caged 
songsters hung, each in their 
tiny cage around the walls of 
the tiny hut, and the hemp 

seed that he fed them on 
had first to be crushed 
by rolling a glass bottle 
over them (this was my 
job). They sang as if in 
competition with each 
other and the only time 
they were hushed was 
when, with the door shut 
and we were sheltering 
from the rain, the tobacco 
smoke became so thick 
that we all began to cough. 
This was the signal to open 
the door and let fresh air 
in…
Caged finches, caught by 
this trapping method, were 
a common sight in those 
days, hung in their cages 

outside many of the houses in 
Wakeham, on summer days, 
singing as if to burst. Not so 

long ago there were still an 
assortment of ‘dog nails’ upon 
which they hung outside many 
of the houses. Today, however, 
there only remains a lonely one 
outside the wall next to King 
Will’s cottage. It ought to have 
a preservation order placed on 
it to remind us of those bygone 

days”

The Life and Times of a Portland 
Quarry Boy, by Boy Male 

“Long after it had been made illegal, one of 
the members of our gang continued to trap 
the lovely Goldfinches...

A family portait outside 90 Weston Road circa 1902 Image courtesy of John Hodder

Portland’s most famous 
song from the quarries was 
almost certainly a French 
sea-shanty in origin.

“The French Song, well it was 
years ago when a ship went 
ashore down by Mutton Cove, 
they gotten it off by Jacks, old-
fashioned Jacks, Portland Jacks. 
And there was a Frenchman 
there, and he sung us a song, 
you know, whilst they was using 
the Jacks, and it was: 

And Tom Flam, I think it 
originated from Tom Flam, but 
this here chap that I used to 
work with Tiny Gibbs he used 
to sing this song, see? This here 

ship come ashore, this catch 
come ashore there, and it had 
been ashore from some time 
but they wanted to try to get 
it off, and they used Portland 
Jacks... And they had so many 
of these here Jacks, and this 
here song was sung whilst the 
men was heaving the Jacks. And 
they eventually got the ship 
off. It was right down in Chisel 
Cove. I can’t mind much about 
that, but all I know is a chap I 
used to work with, he was down 
there, he heard this here song 

and he sung it 
lots of times, you 
know. And that’s 
what they used 
to use when they 
was reaming off 
the big rock in the 
quarries.”

Joe White talking on 
a 1953 recording by Peter Kennedy

Ee Kalazee

Ee kalazee, kazoo kalzeenia
Tralalala luff luff luff
Ee kalazee, kazoo kalzeenia
Tralalala luff luff luff
Tralalala luff luff luff.

 

“After the First World War, 
those masons who survived 
to come home, were given 
their jobs back at the Slidcroft 
Masonry Works. At one period, 
there were probably more than 
one hundred masons working 
in the masons’ shop to the 
accompaniment of hammers 
upon steel punches, the masons 
would start to sing a number 
of popular songs of the 1920s, 
songs like Goodbye Dolly Gray, 
or Take me back to dear old 
Blighty. Christmas time and 
Easter would often produce 
more seasonal music.
At times there was humour if 
the local policeman called in, 
anything up to a hundred voices 
would strike up I’ve got my eye 
on you. Often, if one mason 
went over to have a word or 
two with another mason, the 
choir’s song would change to He 
knows all about it. The most 
embarrassing was when the 

manager walked through the shop, 
to satisfy a problem on his mind, 
the song would change to Felix 
kept on walking and the hammer 
would increase in volume and then 
fade away.”

by Howard White, printed in Free 
Portland News number 117,  July 1988

The mason’s yard that rang with song

The masons at Slidcroft Old postcard

Cecil Arthur Durston was 
one such mason working at F & J 
Barnes’ masons’ yard on Slidcroft, 
which they say “rang with singing” 
in the 1920s. It was here as a lad 
that he earned his nickname, 
“Skylark”, or “Sky”.  The following 
account was passed down by 
Skylark: 

“Stone masons were em-
ployed by the week, so you 
had no idea whether you 
would have a job next week...

... until Friday afternoon when the 
gaffers came in to the stone sheds 
to pay you.  The first man to be laid 
off would start singing God be with 
you till we meet again, this would 
be taken up by those who would be 
without work the following week 
and, said Skylark, you kept your 
head down and hoped it wouldn’t 
be you.”

Related by Carenza Hayhoe

A Portland 
funeral
The funeral of the late Frederick 
James Barnes, whose death was 
reported last week, took place on 
Thursday in St. George’s Churchyard, 
the grave being prepared by the side 
of that of his son, the late lieutenant 
Gordon Barnes. The funeral 
procession left Rodwell at 1.30pm 
and came by road to Portland, being 
met in Chiswell by a large number 
of the deceased’s employees. As it 
passed through Fortuneswell all of 
the shops were closed, and the street 
was crowded with people who had 
gathered to see the last of an old and 
tried friend.
The massive oak coffin, which bore 
the simple plate, Frederick James 
Barnes, born September 27th, 1863, 
died July 14th, 1913, was borne into 
the church by eight of the deceased’s 
employees, two each from the 
Station and Sidcroft masonry works, 
the quarries and the Easton Foundry, 
and was followed by the principle 
mourners. The only hymn was Peace, 
Perfect Peace, but at the conclusion 
of the church service the organist 
played The Dead March in Saul.

Western Gazette 25th July 1913

Interested in the history of
Portland Families or Places?  

We can help you discover more

Visit the Portland Heritage Study Centre, at 
the rear of St George’s Centre, 

Reforne, Portland, Dorset, DT5 2AN

Open Tuesday and Thursday mornings 10.30 
to 12.30 

For more information contact Jill on 01305 
862356 (pm only)

or
email: Shirley - portlandheritage@gmaiI.com

The funeral procession of Canon Beazor on route from the old 
Rectory to St. George’s, 1909 Old postcard

The funeral of Captain Richard Lano at St. George’s Church, date unknown Old postcard

St. George’s Church Portland

We are a small group of locals who are caring for one 
of Portland’s most historic buildings. As most people 
are aware, it has over 2000 graves, all recorded, 
thanks, in the past, to the Friends of St. George’s.

The church was consecrated in 1766 following the 
demise, due largely to land-slip, of the ancient and 
original church, St. Andrew’s, at Church Ope.

St. George’s is a most unusual church, now cared for 
by the Churches Conservation Trust, as it is redundant, 
though still consecrated for the occasional service. 
St. George’s is full of Portland history and most 
unusual, as not many churches were built in England in 
the 1700s.

It is open daily and gets quite a number of visitors, 
both from Dorset and as far away as Australia.
 
We are wondering if there are people ‘out there’ who 
would be interested in helping to ‘man’ the church by 
welcoming visitors and answering their questions. We 
are a small group who just love St. George’s and are 
keeping it ‘well and happy’ for future generations to 
enjoy and perhaps to search for their heritage.

We would be delighted to hear from anyone interested 
in helping. If interested please phone either Jeff on 
860262 or Pat on 824672.
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