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Advice and Guidance

Stone and brick are the most common means of constructing the walls of historic buildings in this area. Stone was quarried locally and bricks manufactured using locally dug clay. 

Both stone and brick absorb moisture and dampness is perhaps the cause of most problems in historic walls. A wall can become damp in three main ways: 

· from the outside through the rain or faulty rainwater goods;

· from the inside through condensation;

· or through the fabric of the wall itself perhaps absorbed from the ground. 

Damp problems will ultimately occur unless the moisture can escape. 

One means of escape is through the mortar used to bond the wall. A correct mortar mix which is softer than the stone or brick will act as a wick and draw moisture out of the wall. Consequently it will weather more rapidly and require periodic replacement. If however the mortar mix is harder the excess moisture will be absorbed into the stone or brick which will ultimately lead to surface deterioration.

Repointing

Repointing of the perished mortar in a stone or brick wall is important, not only to bond the wall together but also to prevent moisture from damaging it. Decay in the pointing of mortar joints will allow moisture ingress perhaps leading to damage to interior plaster or timber.

Pointing the wall in the correct manner, using correct mortar mixes and methods is of great importance. The correct colour, texture and composition of the mortar mix in particular are essential to the appearance of the wall. Good repointing is naturally beneficial and should be unobtrusive ensuring that the stone or brick are visually dominant. Joints must never stand proud of the wall face and the mix, when set should be softer and more porous than the stones or bricks. 

Bad repointing can have serious consequences and may damage stone and brick through accelerated decay. Likewise it can visually damage the character of the wall through poor colour and over emphasis of the mortar at the expense of the principal material.

Is repointing necessary?

Before starting work a thorough assessment of the condition of the wall should be undertaken to determine if repointing is necessary. In general terms if the mortar is soft and crumbling and has been weathered to a depth approximately equal to the width of the joint then repointing is advisable. Repointing is rarely necessary over an entire wall at once. Generally the most vulnerable points are damp areas at low level or in those areas more exposed to the weather conditions. Therefore repointing is best carried out in limited areas as required and should match existing mortar in colour, texture and profile.

Repointing should not be undertaken as a purely cosmetic exercise to tidy up the appearance of a building but only through necessity.

Mortar mixes and materials

To match original colour and texture a mixture of materials must be chosen. Generally a mortar mix is made from sharp sand, lime, portland cement and water. Suitable mixes for repointing old walls vary according to material and weather exposure. As a general guide a 1:2:9 mix (cement:lime:sharp sand) is suitable for brickwork and a 1:3:12 for stone. Analysis of existing mortar is advisable to help chose the correct ingredients and identify any additives that may have been used, for example to aid and hasten setting.

To ensure consistent results a lime putty should be made by mixing lime with water and storing for at least 24 hours. The sand and lime putty should be thoroughly mixed beforehand with sufficient water to achieve a plastic/fatty consistency. This is called coarse stuff and should be store in airtight containers or under a wet sacking cover for a week before use. Cement should be added as necessary immediately before use as it will trigger the setting process.

Repointing Method 

The method of pointing used is crucial to the welfare of the wall. The following is a step by step guide

· Joints should be carefully raked out to a depth of at least 20mm using the correct tool and leaving the back of the joint square;

· Care must be taken not to damage the brickwork and mechanical methods should not be employed;

· The raked out joints and brick surface around should be thoroughly wetted using a brush;

· The mortar should be pressed well into the joint using a pointing iron -  vertical joints first, then horizontal;

Joints should be filled with sufficient mortar so that it is slightly recessed from the face of the stone or brick ensuring that the width of the new joint is no greater than the original;

· Excess mortar which has spread onto the wall surface should be removed whilst still soft;

· Whilst the mortar is setting the surface should be stippled using a stiff brush to improve the appearance and present a roughened texture to resist weathering;

· When pointing the mortar should have a slightly recessed finish to emphasise the stone or brickwork. Flush pointing may be suitable for brickwork but mortar must never overlap the edges of stone or brick;

· Pointing should be protected against drying out completely for 7 days by covering and occasional wetting if necessary;

· Never repoint in frosty conditions

Advice

The Council’s Conservation Officer, Richard Spooner, will be pleased to help and advise on all aspects of this topic and where to find the necessary expertise to assist you. He can be contacted at the Council Offices on 01664-502387; Fax 01664-410283 or e-mail rspooner@melton.gov.uk
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