
BOROUGH COUNCIL OF WELLINGBOROUGH 
 

  
 
 
 

HISTORIC BUILDING REPAIRS 
AND 

NEW MASONRY CONSTRUCTION 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
SUPPLEMENTARY ADVICE NOTE 1 

 
LIME MORTARS AND REPOINTING



In a masonry wall it is most important that the mortar is more porous than the brick or stone 
otherwise problems with damp, salt and frost can arise. 
 
In the repair of historic buildings the use of Portland Cement should generally be avoided and 
the mortars should be based on putty lime and sand (coarse stuff). 
 
 
MATERIALS 
 
Putty Lime 
Putty lime is now widely available and is generally purchased in tubs (see list of suppliers).  If 
using lump lime to produce putty lime, it is most important to ensure that the lump lime is well 
slaked and then sieved to remove any lumps.  The putty should be left for a minimum of six 
weeks, and preferably as long as three months, to mature, otherwise problems could result 
from the incompletely slaked particles continuing to react, causing damage. 
 
Good lime putty cannot be produced by soaking a bag of hydrated lime (standard bagged 
lime) – this practice is not encouraged. 
 
 
Aggregates 
It is the selection of the aggregate which determines the colour and texture of the mortar.  In 
the repair of historic buildings it is often very important to match the existing mortar.  A sample 
of the mortar can be sent for analysis to determine the size, material and quantities of the 
aggregate (for mortar analysis service see address list). 
 
Sands should be sharp, well washed and free from salts and clay.  Angular grains rather than 
rounded grains should be sought and size of grains well graded from large to small.  As a 
rough guide, when 3 of the largest grains are placed side by side they should span the width of 
the joint.  Thus fine joints need smaller grain size and wider joints, such as in coarse rubble 
walling or nodular flint walling, require larger grit to be included in the aggregate. 
 
The larger components can be derived fro the same source as the masonry, i.e. crushed 
limestone or stone dust when dealing with coarse limestone rubble or ashlar walls.  Crushed 
chalk can also be useful in mortars where a more open, porous texture is needed to cope with 
salts being drawn out of the structure.  It is also believed that the presence of larger porous 
particles aids the carbonation process. 
 
MIXING 
 
Mix lime putty (to BS 890) with aggregate (dry if possible) to a ratio of 1:3 by volume.  The 
mixing is best done in a ‘pan mill’ or ‘roller mill’ where the tub is horizontal as against the 
inclined tub and paddles of a standard cement mixer. 
 
The excess water on top of the matured lime putty should be poured off and saved, and the 
lime placed in the pan and given an initial ‘stir’.  The aggregate is then added gradually and 
well beaten in.  No extra water should be added.  The “coarse stuff” can be stored in sealed 
bins or in large trays covered with polythene until needed.  “Coarse stuff” and lime putty 
matures with keeping and it is an advantage to knock-up sufficient for work at the start of the 
job giving a consistency of mix and allowing the aggregate and the lime to become better 
combined.  “Coarse stuff” should be reworked immediately before use by chopping, beating 
and ramming; this will significantly improve the workability and performance of the mortar; 
again any excess water should be poured off before re-working. 
 



REPOINTING 
 
Joints should be raked by hand tools to a depth of 1 inch or at least 3 times the width of the 
joint.  In the case of coarse rubble walls with very wide joints, or in structures where water 
ingress is a problem, the joints should be raked out to at least 2 inches deep.  If excessively 
hard cementitious pointing is to be removed, a cutting disc should not be used, but in certain 
cases a stonemason’s fine compressed air chisel may be appropriate as it causes less impact 
damage to the structure than a traditional lump hammer and chisel.  In many cases more 
damage will be caused by the attempted removal of hard pointing and it will be prudent to 
leave well alone. 
 
The joints should be well cleaned out to remove all dust and debris and in the case of dry 
masonry, should be well wetted to reduce suction before placing the mortar, in some cases 
where the masonry is already very damp, wetting down may be unnecessary. 
 
The lime mortar should be well worked on the spot board until it is of a consistency that will still 
adhere to the trowel when inverted.  The mortar is placed in the joint using a small trowel, 
plasterer’s small tool, or a pointing iron and pressed in to well-fill the joint.  Care should be 
taken not to smear the face of the masonry with the mortar and any excess should be cut back 
flush to the face of the masonry.  Once the surface of the pointing has firmed up (this can take 
1-5 days) the mortar can be ‘beaten back’ with a stiff bristle ‘churn brush’ to ensure any minute 
shrinkage cracks are filled and also to expose the larger particles of aggregate.  In very hot or 
dry windy weather it may be necessary to cover-down the pointing with damp hessian to slow 
down the drying out of the mortar to allow the successful carbonation of the lime to take place.  
No repointing should be carried out in frosty weather. 
 
 
MORTAR MIXES 
 
The standard mix for the repointing of masonry is 1 part lime putty to 3 parts of aggregate.  
However, in exposed positions there may be the need to add a hydraulic agent which will 
speed the initial set of mortar.  The use of cement as a setting agent should be avoided as this 
will reduce the porous nature of the mortar making it harder, less flexible and more likely to 
shrink and crack.  Testing of mortar samples has also shown that the addition of small 
quantities of cement (i.e. less than 10%) actually weakens the mortar so it would be best to 
omit the cement content. 
 
When a rapid initial set is required there are several hydraulic agents available which will not 
affect the porosity of the mortar.  Such ingredients include brick dust and pulverised fly ash 
(P.F.A).  If there is uncertainty over the most suitable mortar mix and for further general advice 
and guidance on the repair of historic buildings, please contact: 
 
Burlesden Brickworks Trust 
Coal Park Lane 
Swanwick 
Southampton SO31 7GW. 
Tel/fax : 01489 576248 
 
E-mail  planbw@hants.gov.uk 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


