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One of the challenges that the DHPA staff encounters in our work are buildings that have unfortunately received 
improper maintenance in the past, resulting in damage that has often led to further preservation issues. We 
frequently see this with historic masonry that has not been maintained or has suffered inappropriate rehabilitation 
methods that create or exacerbate water infiltration problems. This article covers some common issues with 
historic masonry and provides links to resources that owners of historic properties should reference when planning 
work on their brick buildings or foundations. 

When starting a masonry project, one of the best practices is to require a test area be completed before releasing 
the contractor to do the entirety of the building. Testing of any masonry repair or cleaning in a small, 
inconspicuous area of the building allows the building owner to make sure that the proposed work will not 
damage the masonry. This applies to everything from a gentle cleaning to complete repointing of the mortar 
joints.  

Cleaning 

The most common problematic treatment related to masonry cleaning is sandblasting, which is an abrasive 
cleaning method and generally not appropriate for use on historic masonry buildings. Abrasive cleaning methods, 
including sandblasting or high pressure washing, often result in the removal of both the dirt and the outer surface 
of the masonry. The loss of the outer surface does not just impact the appearance of the building, but also makes 
the masonry more susceptible to future damage through water infiltration and an increased likelihood of 
subsurface cracking. 

The evidence of previous sandblasting can be seen 
along the gutter where there is a line where the 

original brick face can be seen compared to the rest 
of the façade that was sandblasted. 



Cleaning should instead always be completed by the gentlest means possible, which is often water cleaning 
methods using low pressure, generally no more than 300-400 psi. Sometimes the use of non-ionic detergents or 
chemical cleaners are necessary, but as mentioned above these should always be tested in a small area to make 
sure they will not damage the masonry. Detailed information on various cleaning methods and how to plan a 
cleaning project can be found in Preservation Brief 1: Assessing Cleaning and Water-Repellent Treatments for 
Historic Masonry Buildings. (https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-01-cleaning-masonry.pdf) 

Masonry Coatings 

We often see projects for masonry work that proposes the application of a masonry sealant. If historic masonry 
buildings are kept watertight and in good repair, then water-repellent coatings should not be necessary. If a 
coating is necessary on historic masonry, then it must be a breathable water repellent that helps to keep liquid 
water from penetrating the surface but still allows water vapor to enter and leave the masonry assembly, not 
something that “seals” the masonry. Paint or other applications to historic bricks can have the unintended effect 
of trapping moisture behind the “sealed” outside, causing deterioration that can go undetected until the sealant 
fails, and reveals that the brick units and mortar have eroded. In addition to potential concerns with trapping 
moisture, application of a coating to masonry requires reapplication of the coating every few years, creating an 
additional maintenance requirement.  

Masonry that has been painted resulting in trapped moisture and spalling of the brick. 

Detailed information on appropriate masonry coatings and when they should be applied can be found in 
Preservation Brief 1: Assessing Cleaning and Water-Repellent Treatments for Historic Masonry Buildings. 
(https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-01-cleaning-masonry.pdf)  

https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-01-cleaning-masonry.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-01-cleaning-masonry.pdf


Repointing 

At some point in time, every historic masonry building will need to be repointed in some capacity, whether it is a 
small area or the entire building. There are two main concerns when it comes to masonry repointing: mortar 
removal and the use of appropriate new mortar.  

Regarding the mortar removal process, hand tools are always the best option, as they minimize the possibility of 
causing significant damage to the masonry units. If power tools such as grinders are used in the mortar removal 
process, it is essential that a test area is completed prior to releasing the contractor on the entire building. 
Additionally, grinders should only be used in horizontal joints, never in the smaller vertical joints, as the shorter 
length of the vertical joints often results in knicks in the brick from the grinder blades. The improper use of 
grinders can result in damage to the masonry units, which like abrasive cleaning can make the masonry units 
more susceptible to future damage through water infiltration.  

While new mortar must match the historic mortar in color, texture, and tooling (the profile of the mortar joint), 
the most essential thing to prevent future damage is that the mortar must have greater vapor permeability and 
be softer than the masonry units and must be as vapor permeable and as soft or softer than the historic mortar. If 
inappropriate mortar is used that is too hard, then it can result in damage to the historic masonry, such as 
spalling, where the outer face of the brick pops off.  

Additional, detailed guidance can be found in Preservation Brief 2: Repointing Mortar Joints in Historic Masonry 
Buildings. (https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-02-repointing.pdf)  

Example of grinder damage at the vertical joint caused during mortar removal. 

https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-02-repointing.pdf


Figure 4: In this photo there are several locations of grinder damage at the top of the vertical joints along the arch. 
Additionally, there is widening of the joints due to the grinder, which is evident by the circular cut marks that are seen along 
the sides of the bricks in the vertical joints.  

Additional Resources 

The National Park Service has several technical publications about the care and repair of historic masonry. They 
can be found online, and some of them are listed below. Understanding the nature of historic bricks and mortar is 
integral to the proper maintenance and rehabilitation of the material. If historic masonry is cared for properly, 
buildings that have stood for over 100 years will stand for 100 more.  

Preservation Brief 6: Dangers of Abrasive Cleaning to Historic Buildings 
(https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-06-abrasive-cleaning.pdf) 

Preservation Brief 38: Removing Graffiti from Historic Masonry 
(https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/preservation-brief-38-graffiti.pdf) 

A Glossary of Historic Masonry Deterioration Problems and Preservation Treatments 
(https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1739/upload/book-glossary-masonry-deterioration.pdf)  
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