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Meditations on Faceting

By Terri Haag

When my friend, Dr. Duncan Miller of the University of Cape Town suggested I might want to see a priest, I confess I was a bit surprised.  Surely my sins weren’t that obvious?  Yes, okay, pride certainly, slothfulness, and yeah, yeah, maybe a touch of gluttony once in awhile, but surely nothing a quick Act of Contrition couldn’t fix?

It turns out that Duncan’s priest is Father Tony Garman, one of the Twentieth Century’s most colorful and accomplished lapidarists.  At ninety he still hand-facets spectacular colored stones and cuts paper-thin slabs for delicate little gemstone jewel boxes, to say nothing of running a candle-making scheme for the church.  And while not necessarily a household word anywhere else, in South African lapidary circles, Father Tony is world famous.

Anthony Garman was born in 1913 in Sellindge, Kent, in England, and was ordained as a Catholic priest in the order of the Salesians of St. John Bosco in 1942.  After his training he taught mathematics at an English boys’ school, something he chuckles about, as he claims he still can’t do mathematics.  

Following WWII he was transferred to Cape Town, where he again taught math, physics and chemistry.  After several moves around South Africa, Swaziland, and Lesotho, in 1958 he was transferred once more, this time to Landsdown near Cape Town, where he taught physics and 

chemistry (and eventually geology) at Savio College, an all-boys high school.  

One of his students was an energetic young lad named Larry Introna who had decided to take geology as an elective subject.  (The unanticipated  result being a small group of boys studying geology for a year or so, that nevertheless left Tony teaching high school geology for the next 20 years.)  One day Larry came to Fr. Tony with a newspaper clipping announcing the formation of a new mineral society at the El Sombrero Restaurant (no kidding) in Wynberg.  “Why not go and see if we can join?” Larry asked.  

It didn’t take much to cajole Fr. Tony into rounding up another student or two and getting them all to Wynberg where they found what surely must have been the only Mexican restaurant in the Southern Hemisphere.  It was run by the mother of a guy named George Swanson, a “big dealer” in the pegmatite-rich Namaqualand in northwestern South Africa.  George’s father was actually a miner from Arizona, hence the obvious hankering for tortillas and refried beans no doubt. 

Thus began the Mineralogical Society of Southern Africa,  effectively the Cape Town rock hound club, and Larry Introna and Father Tony Garmon ended up among the founding members.

From there it snow-balled as these things have a way of doing, and Fr. Tony, Larry and several other interested kids were soon tramping around the South African landscape on field trips to collect rocks.  Their first trip was to Namaqualand in 1962.  After that it was all over the place.   Fr. Tony was well and truly hooked, and spent numerous holidays prospecting and collecting in Namibia, one of the true rock hound heavens found on this earthly plane. 

And, like every rock hound,  Fr. Tony finally ran into the problem everyone faces sooner or later: You got it, now what?  And while he claims (hilariously) that he isn’t a faceter, he started cutting after a friend left him part of a faceting machine.  In true Fr. Tony fashion, he made the rest of it himself and used it for a number of years, until Duncan’s father, Dr. Leon Miller, finally gave Tony his old Ultra-Tec faceting machine.  

“Bill Linnington showed me the basics,” Tony said, “the rest I learned on my own, mostly with the help of this book.”  He fetched Vargas’s ‘Faceting for Amateurs’ out of the bookcase.  “The sphere formulas are wrong,” he added flatly, although not without something akin to satisfaction.

“Wrong? In that book?” I echoed in surprise.  Maybe Vargas thought that most amateurs would never get that far.

“The spheres turned out squat.”  Tony shook his head in disgust.

“In other words you got eggs,” I grinned.  

“Oblate spheroids,” corrected Duncan Miller, who, not surprisingly given his profession, can be a bit didactic at times.  

“Well you’ve obviously corrected the problem,” I said in wonder.  In the hollow of my hand was the most glorious little sphere I had ever seen -  a 30 mm ball of finely rutilated quartz across the surface of which marched, in mathematical precision, 1032 precise and precisely graduated, kite-shaped facets.  Somehow he had contrived to make the polar facets unimaginably, almost vanishingly small.  Only every other facet was polished and the effect was breathtaking. 

“There’s a great story associated with that,” Duncan said, nodding at my hand.  “Several years back Tony entered this piece in the national faceting competition in which I was a judge.  Submissions are supposed to be anonymous.  Of course the judging panel took one look and laughed because there was only one person in the whole country who could have done it.”  

“At a previous competition in Pretoria one judge only gave me half marks,” Tony said, grinning at me.

“Half marks?” 

“He said I only polished half of the faces and therefore only deserved half marks.”

Duncan chimed in, “The judge got his comeuppance.  The Mineralogical Society members never let him forget it.  Many years later he entered a stone with every other face polished and  one of our members told him he would only get half marks for it since he only did half the polishing!”

“How,” I breathed, “did you do this?”  I still had it clutched tightly in my hand, even though Duncan was holding out the box to encourage me to put it back before I dropped it.

Tony chuckled.  “Well, I cut my first sphere by trial and error – a tedious process to get the facet meets correct. I showed this sphere to Dr. Ruth Smart, an applied mathematician at the University of Cape Town and asked her if she could work out the correct angles mathematically – a little solid geometry problem – which she did. She did the calculation for a number of different size spheres and confirmed that my trial and error results were correct to within a fraction of a degree. From then on faceting spheres was plain sailing.”

And this is not to mention his little topaz sphere with hundreds of precise, triangular facets all converging at the poles, or the 400, minute, graded facets on a Portuguese-cut topaz, or the brilliant dandelion cut whose dome included myriad tiny circles, or another geometric wonder which labored under the formal appellation of a solid trisacontrahedron… .  No mathematician, indeed.  

“Here,” he said, “you’ll like these.  The five Platonic solids plus some other bits.”  He handed me a satin-lined box containing maybe a dozen 20 mm-sized faceted stones.  Five of them consisted of shapes created from only one kind of regular polygon – a triangle, a square or a pentagon, and all with exactly equal faces. I recognized the cube, the tetrahedron and the octahedron.  The other two required surreptitious counting of facets and a glib tongue.  “Er, this must be a…a, um… (eighteen, nineteen, twenty) icosahedron! And an, um, uh dodecahedron!”  Thank God he didn’t have a hebesphenomegacorona in the box.  Or maybe he did.  

We were sitting in Father Tony’s rooms at the school where, although long ago retired from teaching, he still resides.  Off the kitchen where a computer might sit in someone else’s flat was a bench with his 30 year old Ultra-Tec faceting machine on it.  Strewn around in very bachelor-like (but strangely tidy) fashion was the evidence of his craft: lapidary tools, grinding compounds, bits of stone, slabs of cutting material… . 

After tea we wandered out to his sactum sanctorum – a former tool shed left over from the days when vast tracts of land in what is now the city of Cape Town were still working farms.  All around were piles of rocks – on the ground, on stone tables, on old wooden wagons – the sure-fire (hell-fire?) sign of a compulsive rock hound.

Tony fiddled with a huge old padlock that would not have looked out of place at the Inquisition.  “I keep it locked because things have changed and people aren’t as trustworthy as they used to be,” he said, in what had to be the understatement of the week. 

Finally after more fiddling he pushed the door open and I was stumbled into the domain of Torquemada.  The room was crammed floor to ceiling with every imaginable box, rock, bottle, bin and machine, although “machine” might erroneously bring to mind visions of something recognizable as lapidary equipment: These machines were more along the lines of what Leonardo da Vinci might have meant if he had said “machines.”  We are talking truly Mediaeval.  He had everything but a rack and a pair of oxen plodding around a turnstile outside.

I believe I muttered some words under my breath that, theoretically, actually would need to be confessed.  After reassuring me that the only implement of torture inside was  a warped grinding wheel, I entered.  Cobwebs draped the walls and festooned the windows.  In one corner was a huge antique barometer which, had it been intact, would have been worth a fortune.  A thick layer of gummy black dust lay over every surface except where Father Tony actually worked.  The only things missing were a cowl and tonsure.  Hollywood set designers would have drooled. 

We spent the next hour happily admiring stones and exclaiming in horror at various mishaps and asking detailed questions about what those rocks in that jar (no not that one; that one – behind the ancient cigar box) might be, and generally marvelling.  

Afterwards we toured Tony’s other workshop.  In this one he makes candles to use in the church.  The whole place smelled gorgeously of honey.  It was a smell that brought back the panoply and splendor of an old-fashioned Catholic mass, before the guitar sing-alongs and the darker side of human nature spoiled things.  I inhaled deeply.  

“Here, you can have one,” he said, thrusting a fat, caramel colored candle into my hands.  It was labelled ‘pure beeswax’ and in the States was probably worth about $15.  

From there we wandered outside, which is when I noticed the gravestones in the grass. I recalled something Tony had said about an old cemetery on the premises and for a second I had a very strange feeling - the reverse of the “someone just walked on my grave’ thing, I suppose.  Or maybe not.

Under one stone a family named Quirk had buried three babies in quick succession: 1828, 1830 and 1836.  Not one had made it past five months.  

“Oh, those!” he said with a shrug.  “When they tore up the old cemetery in 1910, notices were sent out for people to come and claim their dead but these were never claimed. I rescued these after they were brought here for use as paving stones.  There aren’t any bodies under there.”  He nodded at the wall about 50 feet away.  “Did you see my garden bench?”

His bench was in fact another grave stone on short pedestals.  It belonged to the Linnihan family and carried similar sad reminders of the fragility of human existence.   I couldn’t quite bring myself to sit on it although I am not normally prone to overt sentimentality.  

The last tour before I left was of his old travelling displays and their dusty but still wonderful contents:  Bisquit aragonite spheres, big crystals of lazurite from Afghanistan, green grossular garnets, marcasite in chalk, cassiterite, spinels…you name it.  He even had a “television” stone – otherwise known as ulexite – a mineral with natural fiber optics properties.  If you put it over a printed word the word is projected onto the surface of the stone, just like a tiny television screen.  It was amazing.

He had all kinds of other mineralian exotica lying about, most of which made my head swim, particularly when he talked about selling it off at circa 1980’s prices.  In rands.  

“Tony,” I pleaded, “you can NOT sell these pieces like that.  International collectors will pay you real, international prices for this stuff!” 

“Well, you know what they say,” he teased with a twinkle in his eye. “Quid quid monacus aquirat, monasterium aquiritur.”

Obviously I looked blank.

“The monk’s earnings belong to the monastery.” 

“Maybe,” I countered, “but the monk can probably use it for that children’s hot lunch program he is developing and supporting.  Surely the monastery would approve?  It’s not like the monk is going to spend it on silk pajamas.”

A little while later a fellow driving a Rolls Royce (no kidding) showed up and wanted to buy Tony’s most gorgeous pieces, including the rutilated sphere… for the proverbial peanuts.  I made frantic but discreet (I hoped) “no, no, no” motions behind the guy’s back.  Tony just smiled in a saintly fashion and explained that, unfortunately, those items were not for sale.  The man Rolls-ed off whence he came. 

Besides, why should that guy get anything?  I was a personal friend.  I should have first pick.  Naturally if Tony wanted me to have a discount I would take it but…  Hmmmn.   Better add “covetousness” to that list of sins… .
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