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Introduction

For those interested in older hoases,
discovering and conserving the existing malerials
and evidence from a building's historic past is
often a major seerce of salisfaction. bany old-
house owners want to go further—to enhance
the wenwe of history in their old buoildings by
restoring them to their carlier appearance.

Both investigation and restoration. however,
can involve decisions and activities that are
deleterious o the special, sometimes subdle,
historic gualities of a house, Thus, in attempling
pestoration, it is poasible to desiroy the very
qualities that make an old house valvakble in the
first place. Hasty and ill-considered remawal of
portions of the trim or of partilions. scraping or
sandblasting surfaces, installation of “ofl-the-
shell” reproductions, and similar endeavers can
remove a building far from the authenticity the
owner intends.

Somie mistakes, in attitedes as well as actions,
seem o be more common -l"ﬂ';t T re ST IS
tham others. Concern aboul the desiructive
potential inherent in restoration of older

structures led the Office of Archacology and
Histaric Preservation and the Departement of
Housing and Urban Development to issue a
lengthy et of guidelines for rebabilitation of
older buildings, While these are useful,
definition of the principles of good restoration
{hroegh consideration of the most common
mistakes made by individuals may be more
mﬁminHFul to enwners of ald houses.

The Following discussion of the eight mos)
frequent mistakes in restoring historic howses
provides basic puidelines to anyone whose
concern with alder, histerically valuable or
interesting buildings involves restoratlon or
repair work Beyond ordinary maintenance.

1. Do’ Destrow the Evidence: Make Tracks
(Hd buildings almost invariably congist of
material from a number of periods. When the
decision is made to remove some recent material
and 1o reproduce what had existed at some
earlier Ume. Lhere arises the problem of how 1o
find out exactly what the earlier material looked
like. Very often a detailed answer can be found
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in evidence aciually on the site, Telltale
fragments of mmissing woeodwork may have Been
rewsedd s a part of later wordwork or may have
fallem into some coevice during the remodeling:,
A ridge in the paint lavers when illuminaied
with a light held at an angle may reveal the
profile of a key picee of woadwork thar had
beea removed

Aocommon mistake 5 o procesd with
restoration work boelore pathering all such
evadence. The evidence is then last — removed
by carpenters, obliterated by sanding, or
thrown away during the overambitious cleanup.

For the same reason thae archiieckural
evidence is valuable o use in researching a
restoration, we should leave o recend of our
current restoration work Tor the future. Mew
weovind shiould be marked and o thorosph record
consisling of lexd, rl|'|l.l|-:'-'-. anch draswings or
sketches should Be kepl, Measured drowings of
the buildimg are the wdeal place on which o pote
all the evidence discowvered,

}oDhap'l Oweegrestore

[:I'.'n,'rrc-:h:rr.ili-:'-n u:q.u.|||.:.' takes twes lorms. First
is the replacement of old matersal just because it
showws the signs of age and. thos, leaks a linle

ﬁ:

to rowgh bo soil the tastes of 3 peglectinnasd,
Old bumpy plaster is replaced with a perfect
new job: old fireplace bricks showing some
malror heal damage are replaced. A buslding
restored in this manner loses the patina of age
that made it appm“n;.: in thi firse |:||.1||:|:- anil
loses the materials that make it genoinely old.

A second form of overseloration & o felurn
the building e its original appearance by
stripping away later additions of histerical or
architectural valee. Virtually every old bulding
ix a collection of matersal of difierent dates. This
is true nod only of American houses but also o
{he Famaous anciend buildings of Burope and the
rest of the sorld. Sometimes, the additions are
of maore interest than the eriginal parts, A&
typical example of 3 valuable later addition is a
fime Federal period mantel buailt in front of an
earlier larger Bireplace, All too often such fine
wirk is destroyed to expose whal remains of the
orginal lireplaoe

Clearly, there s often a lot of malerial of
lattle walwe to e remowed, bul the decision
abut wlhat peas and what stavs should be made
very carelully on the basis of a study of the —
bualding: and anly after consultation with others
whe are familiar with Amernican architeclural
hisgeery,
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In general. the bBoest policy s o setain Laer
paterial, As a real part ol the baildimgs past, il
bas srose valwe than “ake” material substituted
during restoration. [ vou don's kave lime o
comdect & shady of the baildimg, then, cerlainly.
the salest policy 15 te keep laler leatures in

place,

I, Dhan't Make a Building That Never Was
This is & wery commmn pastake, and o subile
one. [ most often happens in one of B ways,
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Firsk, it is quile common Wy s one park of a
|1U|||.|1|1|.: riesteered] b omee date and another rarl
v dillerent date, A« an example, suppose a
hoise banll i 1EI0 was heavily remodeled in
1860 — raised rood, mew fromt doorsay, oew
windowy sash, 11 tockay we tear out the 1860 sash
andd put in 1810-tvpe sash whale retaining the
asthier 1860 leatures, we have created an
AIfFEN T wehicl the Building never had a any
e, Llspally, this mislake ocours throogh lack
wf sludy aof the buildang o thresgh The owner's
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selective dislike for some part of the later
remodeling.

A second example of restoring Lo a condition
that never existed is to restore a building te an
appearance that is carlier in character than the
building itself—and more promitive. Many ald
buildings were linished better than we realize,
For example. the best cightcenib-cenlury
floorboards were not vighieen inches wide and
knotey, but six o ten inches wide, free from
kmots, and cut across the growth rng: o0 as nok
1o splinter or warp. The vse of typically wide,
poor quality attie Boorboards in the restoration
of formal rooms is a frequent mistake,

Probably the moud comman example o
“earlying it up” is the removal of plaster from
ceilings o expase bare beams whed these bearms
were never meant B be exposed, Only the
caglicsl oF most primitive houses had exposed
beams. In most areas of the country, from the
carly cightecnth century on, plaster, pancling.
and maldings were considered beautiful, mo

brams,

In order 1o avoid r.||.u|:.l|'||.; a building look
carlier than it ever possibly could have looked,
it is impartant to determine the actual dale of
the building, Quite often one sees a fine formal
house of the Greek Revival period. circa
182518560, marked with a dale of perhaps 1750
and restored accordingly, This is apt to happen
when the owner has scarched the desds and
discovered that a house was built on the ste in
1750 but has failed to consider what might have
happened to that 1750 house, Did il burn in
17907 Was it taken down or moved across the
streed T O was the land divided in 1839 <o thal
the 1750 house is really the one next door? The
construction of the present house may not be
recorded in any documents.

The importance of researching and analyzing
a building preliminary to restoration and repair
cannod be overemphasized. Documents and the
building itself muosi be studied logether. IF ene
relies on & 5.ir||q||: docymenl, il is rasy o rmake
the kind of mistake just described. IF one
cxamines only the building, much information
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contained in deeds. wills, inventories, old maps,
ald drawings, and many other sources will go
undiscovered, Such information is invaluable in
piccing together the whole story of the building
and in making the decisions required during the
resloration process.

4. Dan't Scrape

The most commen proceduere in reproducing
ald paint colors is o scrape clean a sample of
the old paint and then match its color with new
paint. In many cases the color thus achieved is
incorrect as the old sample has discolored with
time. Many unstable pigments were used in
carly paints and have loag since faded, Because
ail yvellows faster in the dark, the oil in many
ald paints has wellowed after the orginal paint
vaas covered by later lavers, Thus, many old
colors were brighter than they may appear.

The analysis of old paints o determine
original colors is very difficult and should be
done by a prolesstonal. IT the owner s serious
shout w.‘tnti.rm, Iy peslaore Ihr h-::-l,l_rq_- I tlu_-
ofigimal color, unrnecessary sinpping of old paint
should ke avoided as this destrovs the old
samples and means that the rescarch can never
b done. s Aot enough to drp a whole room
and leave just one arca as a sample: a rescarcher
will weand to look all around e room with a
microscope to find one or two well-preserved
samples. These are very apt fo be Digile, thick
turn.r.l'r. of paint near hardweare or in crevioes,
and there may e only a few gooed examples in
o Wh'ﬂ]E TOKEIT .

Thus. paint stripping should be undertaken
ofly when abzolutely necewsary, leaving on as
much of the old paint as possible. Since most
old woeodwork was palnbed from the starl, the
bare, knodiy-pine look is apt to be incorrec
anywaw, An exceplion may be cortain types of
Victonan houses where interior woodwork was
wvarnished,

Old wallpapers showld be preserved when
possible for the same reasons as old paints: they
are evidence of changing tasies in the bualding
thriough the years, Rany old papers dae back
as far as the late eighteenth contuery and have
real walue. IF a paper does have 1o be rermoved,
you should keep samples large enough 1o show
a hull repeat of the pattern. Some wallpapers are
important enough to deserve being kept intact
on the wall at all costs,

5. Don't Sanadblast: Avoid Destructive

Ko painting

The cleaning and repointing of old brickwork
is seldom done properly.

Ol brickwork is often sandblasted o remowe
paint. Unlerarately, in most cases this also

== e G e —

removes The hard skin of the bricks, exposing
the much more porous and weaker interior.
which often will not stand up to the weather,
The skin was formed in the brick kiln, and i
can never be relormed once it is removed. Afler
being sandblasted, old bricks absork muech more
rainwater and, wilh freezing temperatures, oflen
start o spall and crumble in a few years or even
mnnlh,:.,

Alter removal of the bricks” natural barrier to
excessive waler penetralion, building owners are
apt te be sold a silicone treatment to help keep
water oul, This Ireatment can trap water swehich
has gotten into the bricks in any of a variety of
ways, such as through small cracks In mostar
joinis, from normal interior humidity, or by
rising through capillary action [rom damp soil
beneath the building. [F this shoold oceur, such
trapped water can cause rapidly accelerated
decay of old brickwork. Silicones ane no
substitule for the bricks' own skin,

Before removing old paint from the exterior
of the house, firgt ask the question whether the
paint should be removed at all, Many early
brick butldings were painied originally, and the
record of the m'i;qin-..'ll color is the old pitind
itsell. As with interior paint, once this is
remmonved, the slory is Lose,

If the owner decides to remove the paint, a
variety of chemical removers are available. 1f
the right remover is chosen to suit the
individual building, this method, alihough slow,
is wsually the least damaging to the bricks,

Repointing with Pertland cemenl mortar is
|.'l-|:'r|'|.:|]!u- the most common and most |:|am.1girm
crror in masonry restoration, Fortland comoent
martars are made with Portland cement, some
lime, and sand as a filler, IF the proportion of
cersent versus lime s high, the morar is
extremely steong and well-suited o the best
masdern bricks, which are also very strong.
Together they produce the high-sirength
masonry needed for modern consiruction, but
ald bricks, and many kinds of stone, are much
weaker and can be damased by very strong,
hard mortar used in repointing. A basic
principle is that mortar showld always be
weaker than the bricks or stones imbedided in it
thus, the old lime mortars—made with only
lime and sand —=worked well with sofe bricks
and stones, A soft mortar can cushion various
raovements that oceur in ITI.'.|!-I.1l'I:I':||'"rI]'bI.'I'.|'I.'I.!|
expansion and coniraction, expansion and
canlraction caused by humidity changes,
foundation seitlements, and so on. Small cracks
of fo tmpartance may (orm o ototar, bud
where the mortar is stronger than the bricks or
stones, the latter give way by serious eracking
or spalling before the maortar will,
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The formulation of martar for old buoilding
reuires experience and judgment. Many old
limes contained certain impurities that actually
made them stronger than today's pure lime,
When using modern lime, a relatively small
ameunt of Portland cement is ofien needed 1o
provide the same derability and strength that
the old mortar had. The propertion of cement
should be based on the strength of the bricks or
stones, the severity of weathering sction, and
wslher Factors,

Blew mortas should be color-matched o the
old. This requires sand of the right color and
psally some masoney pigments. A great many
buildings have been defaced by dark gray
Portland cement mortar when the mariar jeints
erigimally were the light. warm white of lime,
Some manulaciurers offer a perfectly white
Portland cement which is extremely useful in
mizime new moertar o malch the color of lime.

Perhaps the worst aspect of Portland cement
mEsriar I..|F|1_"I.‘I Ty ] ﬂ_lFl.j_i;’iﬂ;: |,1-]|,‘| MkSCErY is thal ils
airenath makes & almost impossilrle o pemove
withou! damaging soft bricks or stones. As for
pemaving old mortar priog o repeinting, frew
pevple realize the damage weually done in
rermoving even a soft, deteriorated lime marear.
Electric-powered culling wheels are often used,
and they almast always damage the cormers of
fine, closely laid bricks, sometimes neliceably
enlarging nartow morkar joinks. Cialy hand basinls
Jioild be wsed For removing old mortar unless
a contractos can show that, in the particelar
situation, some type of power toenl is not
clamaging in any way,

d mortar in good condition should aoet be
disturbed. 1t is nermal for old mostar o be
wveralhered-back a short way from the [ace of
the Bricks: this dees not aecessarily mean that
repointing s peeded but may mean the old
mortar is now sheltered by the bricks from
further erosion,

= Dan't Assume 1 Can't Be Fiaed

wWith the advent of all kinds of modern
producis, it has become possible to recondition
p;rlh" deteriorated wondwork, r-'la'lhl'l-'m'l-"l'k. anl
eiler architectural material which twenty years
apgo it would have been necessary Lo replace,
Sull, quite often today one sees old fealures
being carted off to the dump. 1F they are saved.
an old building eetains moere of s authentic
material and, consequently. more of its value.

This suggestion that modern products are
veeful in restoration dhould not be seen as a
contradiction of the preceding part of this leatlet
where it was peinted out that lime mortar, a
traditional material, is generally better than
Partland cement mortar. a more modesn

The ialroduchion of waterproof gloe has made o
possibie 1o reglace porfions of demeged ool
wark gl of replneing (e enling Qiec

material, for repointing seft brickwaork and
stonework. Portland cement is extremcly useful
in restoration—foer foundation work, for
moderaiely sirengthening lime morlars, anel for
many other purposes, The peint is that Both
modern and traditional matersals are wselul bt
that any material can be used incorrectly,

Some of the rost remarkabde progress in the
conservation of old buildings is Bring made in
the area of woosd preservation by means of
epoxies, polyesters, and other mindern synthedic
resins. Such resins are the basis of modern
waterpreof glues and of many products sold in
pragine hardware stores for impregnating
partially rotted wood or (illing holes an woesd,

The things that can be done with waterprool
glue would have amazed an old-timer
|]I_'i;l,l"i|;i.1:|'|'ll."|:| 1o anmimal :|-:||11.'. which is water-
soluble. For example, an 1806 roof balustrade
can have pew wood fitted into vach Balesier
wherever the wood is rotted away. and there
need be ao feag of the patches coming loose
becawse of rain or dampness, Such a balustrade
would have had 10 be replaced {:'lm;[!'|l.‘|t|3' prridsr
to the introduction of walerproel glue.
Waterprool glue opens the door for the
extensive repair of damaged woodwork by
skilliull piecing-in of mew wood,

In the same way. modern resins allow
permanent strength to be restored to old, parely
rotted wood, In some methods, holes are drilled
it the woasd to expose the ercl grain, and the
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resin is soaked into the wood throegh the holes,
[t then hardens. Mot only are such woad-
consalidating methods popular in the marine
field, but similar methods are wsed in the
conservalion of antigque wooden arg objects,
Fesin impregnation is somelimes the only way
o conserve a valuable piece of woodwork, such
a5 the {'.'l]:lil.ul af a column or the botiom of an
original door,

Seeel 15 a modera architectural material
which, bBecause of s great strength. can be wsed
te permit an old beam o be reinforecd rather
than replaced, Very small amounts of sieel can
Eerm the backbone of an inconspicusas repair
that must carry a heavy load,

CHber modern malenals can be wsed for
cornsnlidating weakened plaster, readbering
pecling paint in wall paintings, and For many
viher PUFprOses.

7, et the [-.ll."\;_”:"l |{i:,:hl

Lometimes there is noe aliernative but to
replace something or a portion of something
that 15 missing or decayed beyond repair. A
basic objective in such work is to avoid making
the mow piece @ poor paredy of Lhe enginal,
This results in much restoration work standing
oul like a sore thumb,

The elementz of old building: waially exhibai
very specific design characteristics, Although the
designs are penerally similas b0 malerial on
other buildings of the same dale, there are
impoariant reglonal and individual differenoes
which should be respeceed,

A malal [amplale & used 1o Gauwde e accuracy of
4 wonden Sornicd replFcimient

Old meldings. including large tlems such as
cormices, were wsually designed according 1o a
geomelric system which varied from one period
bo e pexl according o whether the desigrers
were looking toward Greece or Rome or the
Cothic era for ther architectural details, When
an old building is o be reproduced, the paint
should be removed from a well-preserved
section of the old piece so the design can be
abwerved and understoesd, 1§ the work of
reprodduction s given g shop or mill, very
specitic instruclions, perhaps even a precise
drawing. maodel, or template, should be
prrowvicled,

B, Gt Help: Dow't Barpe Ahead

How many limes have we secn an owner,
eager to Crestore” n|:'1-'.'|}-' .1I:|:|1.ti:I'-l."|J homse, rush
in and tear out large portions of the interior and
extertor surfaces only 0o discover hat the
wriginal finishes are long gone and cannot be
accurately reconstrucied, A professional s then
brought in o make swense of a confused jumble
ol architectural remnanis. and the owner sadly
discovers, toa late, that be has srpped and
Ihrowen away valeable portions of the
Towse—the perfectly sensible and assthetically
pleasing Federal remodeling, for example,

All the poants discussed above should make i
clear that a restoration or a repair going much
boyond ordinary manktepanoe involves many
technical and historical gquestions, Cld buildings
of any quality descrve the best study and care
that their owrers can give them. In the leng un
it pravs off,

Tran sample rules can be fallowed at laitle oF
mav cost B improve the gquality of repair work,
The farst s 1o seek professional adwice. Al The
most basic level this means a vist by somespe
professionally qualificd in the field: this may
prevent a lol of money bang spent on
:'il.'lml_'!h:il'lﬁ -d.'ir.n.ap:ing or destructive, Even
architectural historians and restosalionisis must
consult with cach other i:u.1n5-.l.1:r|.l|1.r in rl.';.:.lrd lan
their various specialtics, and there i certainly
fi whay For the layman to et the proper
information just by reading the available bonks
o artichrs, A tremendous amouni of study and
cxperience zo into the training of professional
people in the feld, and homeowners should fake
advantage of this knowledye when powible,

A second basic rele is to allow The maximam
tame possable o make decisions, Getting the
technical or architesiural history information i
a slowy precess, Even mose disconcerting can be
the Fact that different people qualified in the
same ficld wall give diflerent opinkons and
answers Bo gquestions, What do you deowhen the
“experts” disagreel Begin by taking encugh lime
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to talk to several different people. and then
allow encugh time o sort out the people who
are more "expert” from those whe are less so.
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