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Chapter 1: A Masonry Contractor in 

Hamilton, Texas — This Is Home

I live in Hamilton County. My place is out on FM 2905, and 

this is the ground I walk every day. So understand something 

before we go any further: this book isn't written by a man 

who  drove  in,  looked  around,  and  drove  out.  This  is  my 

backyard. The limestone I'm going to talk about is the same 

limestone I see from my porch. The ranch fences, the barn 

stone, the old farmhouse brick — I've worked on it, I've built 

with it, and I've watched what lasts and what doesn't for fifty 

years.

When folks look for a masonry contractor in Hamilton, Texas, 

they're usually looking for one of two things: somebody to fix 

what's failing, or somebody who understands how things get 

built out here. Out here is different. In the city, masonry is 

mostly  brick  veneer  on  new  houses  and  tuckpointing  on 

chimneys. Out here, masonry is structural stone laid by men 

who learned from their daddies,  ranch fences that have to 

turn cattle, barn foundations that have carried weight since 

before the First World War, and farmhouse brick made from 



local  clay  by  people  who  aren't  in  any  history  book  but 

should be. I've laid stone on this ground, I've repointed brick 

in every town in this county, and I've drunk coffee at kitchen 

tables  where  the  conversation  was  about  whether  the  old 

barn was worth saving. It always is.

Hamilton County is called the Heart of Texas, and it's earned 

the name. The county was organized in 1858 — named for 

James Hamilton Jr., the South Carolina governor who put up 

his own fortune to help finance Texas independence — and 

the  whole  county  still  has  about  8,200  people  in  it.  That's 

fewer folks than live in some Dallas apartment complexes. 

When you work masonry in a county this size, your work has 

your name on it in a way city work never does. Everybody 

knows whose wall that is. Everybody remembers who laid it 

and whether it stood.

This book is about the masonry of ranch country: the native 

stone,  the  ranch  brickwork,  the  country-built  walls  that 

outlast city work when they're done right — and what fails 

first out here, and why. If you live in Hamilton, Hico, Evant, 

Cranfills Gap, Carlton, Fairy,  or Pottsville — or on a ranch 

road between them with no town name at all — this one's for 

you.



Chapter 2: The Stone Under Our Feet

Everything  about  masonry  in  Hamilton County  starts  with 

what's under your boots.

We're sitting on the Lampasas Cut Plain — limestone country. 

The  old-timers  didn't  have  to  go  far  for  building  stone 

because the building stone was everywhere: limestone ledges 

outcropping  on every  hillside,  creek  beds  full  of  workable 

rock, shallow soils over stone that made a man reach for a 

rock  bar  before  a  shovel.  When  the  Hamilton  County 

Courthouse  went  up  in  1887,  they  quarried  the  native 

limestone two miles east of town. Think about that. The most 

important building in the county is made of rock that was 

sitting in a  field a  twenty-minute wagon ride away.  That's 

Hamilton County in one sentence: the material was free, and 

the labor was the whole job.

Limestone  is  a  forgiving,  honest  building  stone.  It's  soft 

enough to  shape with hand tools  — the old  masons  could 

dress it  with a hammer and chisel  — and hard enough to 

stand for centuries once it's laid right. It's also porous, which 

matters, and we'll come back to that. But the main thing to 



understand  is  that  limestone  wants  lime  mortar.  The 

courthouse,  the old commercial  buildings on the square in 

Hamilton, the stone houses scattered around the county — 

they were laid up in lime mortar, soft and breathable, and 

that's a big reason they're still standing. Lime mortar flexes. It 

lets moisture pass through and evaporate. It sacrifices itself 

so the stone doesn't have to.

Here's where I get passionate, because I've seen the damage: 

somebody  buys  an  old  limestone  house  or  barn  outside 

Hamilton, hires a well-meaning contractor from the city, and 

that  contractor  repoints  the  whole  thing  in  hard  modern 

Portland cement mortar. Within five to ten years, the faces of 

the  limestone  start  popping  off  —  spalling  —  because  the 

mortar  is  harder  than  the  stone  and  moisture  is  trapped 

behind it. A 130-year-old wall gets ruined by a "repair" that 

cost real money. If you take one thing from this book, take 

this: on old stone, the mortar must be softer than the stone. 

Lime mortar on limestone. Always. Any mason who argues 

with  that  rule  doesn't  understand  old  masonry,  and  you 

shouldn't let him touch yours.

The  other  thing  about  our  stone:  it's  everywhere,  which 

means every ranch has its own quarry, more or less. Fence 



lines,  outbuildings,  and  old  house  foundations  were  often 

built from rock cleared off the very land they stand on. That 

gives Hamilton County masonry a look you can't buy — stone 

with local color, local texture, laid by local hands. When we 

repair it, we match it from the same ground. You don't truck 

in Oklahoma flagstone to patch a Hamilton County limestone 

wall.  You  walk  the  creek  and  find  the  match.  A  country 

mason knows this the way he knows his own name.



Chapter 3: Ranch Masonry — Fences, Barns, 

and Work That Has to Hold

In the city, a masonry wall holds up a house or decorates a 

yard.  Out  here,  a  masonry  wall  might  have  to  turn  a 

thousand-pound animal that's decided to go through it. Ranch 

masonry is working masonry, and it's  judged by a harsher 

standard than anything in the suburbs: does it hold?

Stone  and  brick  ranch  fences. The  old  ranch  fences  in 

Hamilton County — dry-laid limestone, mortared stone piers 

with wire or pipe between them, brick entry columns at the 

gate — were built to last generations, and most of them have. 

What kills them is almost never the stone. It's the foundation 

under the stone, or the water getting to it. A stone pier that's 

leaning is usually sitting on a footing that's settled or washed 

out on one side. The fix is the footing, not the pier — dig it 

out, pour it right, relay the stone. I've straightened ranch gate 

columns all over this county, and I can tell you: the ones that 

stay  straight  are  the  ones  where  we  fixed  what  was 

underneath, not just what you could see.

Barn stone work. The old barns and outbuildings — stone 



foundations, sometimes full stone walls on the lower level — 

are some of the finest masonry in the county, and most of it 

was laid by men who never called themselves masons. They 

were farmers who knew stone. Barn foundations fail in slow 

motion:  mortar  erodes  from  a  century  of  splashback  and 

ground moisture, stones loosen, and one day a corner drops 

an inch. Catch it early and it's repointing and a little relaying. 

Let it go and you're rebuilding a corner with the barn jacked 

up — a much bigger job. Walk your old barns the way you'd 

walk your fences: once a year, eyes open.

The well house, the storm cellar, the root cellar. Every old 

Hamilton  County  place  has  its  underground  or  half-

underground  masonry  —  storm  cellars  dug  into  the 

limestone,  root  cellars,  old  cisterns.  These  live  in  constant 

ground  moisture,  which  is  the  hardest  environment  for 

mortar. Lime mortar handles it better than Portland because 

it  breathes,  but nothing lasts  forever underground.  If  your 

storm cellar walls are weeping water or the mortar is turning 

to sand between your fingers, that's not a cosmetic issue — 

that's  the  structure  telling  you  it's  tired.  Get  it  looked  at 

before the next big rain, not after.

New  ranch  construction. Folks  building  new  out  here  — 



barndominiums, ranch houses, entry gates — often want that 

native  stone  look,  and  it's  a  great  choice  for  this  country. 

Stone  veneer  over  a  proper  structure,  laid  with  the  right 

mortar and detailed with real flashing and weep drainage, 

will outlast us all. But "rustic" is not an excuse for sloppy. I've 

seen new ranch houses with beautiful stone veneer and no 

weep holes, no flashing over the windows, mortar smeared 

everywhere  —  pretty  for  the  listing  photos  and  rotting 

behind the stone within a decade. The old-timers would be 

ashamed. Pretty and wrong is still wrong.

What ranch masonry teaches. Out here,  masonry doesn't 

get to be decorative-only. It works for a living. And the lesson 

of every ranch wall that's stood a hundred years is the same: 

good stone, compatible mortar, water managed, foundation 

true. Do those four things and your grandkids will be looking 

at  your  wall.  Skip  any  one  of  them  and  you'll  be  calling 

somebody like me sooner than you think.



Chapter 4: Old Farmhouse Brick — What the 

Early Houses Are Made Of

Hamilton  County's  old  brick  houses  are  a  different  breed 

from city brick, and I want you to understand what you're 

looking at when you see one.

The early brick houses out here — late 1800s to 1930s — were 

often built  with locally  made brick.  Small  kilns,  local  clay, 

fired at lower temperatures than modern brick. That brick is 

softer,  more  porous,  and  more  variable  in  color  than 

anything  you'd  buy  today.  It  has  character  you  can't 

manufacture: the slight irregularity, the warm range of reds 

and oranges, the way it catches evening light. It's also more 

vulnerable — to hard mortar, to trapped moisture, to freeze-

thaw  —  than  modern  brick.  Everything  I  said  about 

limestone and lime mortar in Chapter 2 applies double to this 

old soft brick.

Most of these old farmhouses are structural brick — two or 

three  wythes  thick,  load-bearing  walls  —  not  veneer  over 

frame. That's good news and bad news. Good news: the wall 

is  massive,  stable,  and  repairable  almost  indefinitely.  A 



structural brick wall can be repointed, relayed, and patched 

for centuries. Bad news: when something goes wrong deep in 

the wall — a failed lintel over a window, moisture trapped in 

the core, a foundation that's settled — it's a bigger job than 

veneer work, because you're dealing with the structure itself, 

not a rain screen.

The farmhouse issues I see most:

Lintels. The steel or wood lintels over windows and doors on 

old brick houses are a classic failure point. Steel lintels rust, 

expand as they rust, and crack the brick above them — that's 

the  horizontal  crack  you  see  over  so  many  old  windows. 

Wood lintels rot. Either way, the fix is replacing the lintel, not 

just patching the crack. (This is exactly what our LintelLOCK 

system  was  designed  for  —  but  whether  you  use  us  or 

somebody else, the principle is the same: fix the steel, then fix 

the brick.) A patched crack over a still-rusting lintel will be 

cracked again in two years. I promise you that.

Painted  brick. Somebody  painted  a  lot  of  these  old 

farmhouses  in  the  1960s  and 70s,  usually  white  or  cream. 

Paint  on soft  old brick is  a  moisture trap — water gets  in 

through cracks and can't get back out through the paint film. 

If the paint is bubbling or the brick is spalling underneath, 



the paint is actively destroying the wall. Removing paint from 

historic brick is slow, careful, expensive work — but leaving 

it is slower, more expensive destruction. If you're buying an 

old brick farmhouse and it's painted, look very carefully at 

what's happening under that paint before you fall in love.

The enclosed porch and the added room. Old farmhouses 

grew over time — a porch got enclosed in 1950, a room got 

added in 1975, a carport became a den in 1990. Each addition 

has its own brick, its own mortar, its own age. When I work 

on a  house  like  that,  I'm matching  three  or  four  different 

eras. A good mason tells you upfront that a perfect invisible 

match across  all  of  them isn't  possible  and shows you the 

closest  blend.  Anybody who promises  invisible  across  four 

eras  is  either  a  magician  or  a  liar,  and  I  haven't  met  the 

magician.

Chimneys. The old farmhouse chimneys — tall, often on the 

gable end, sometimes two of them — are the most exposed 

masonry on the property and the first to fail. Same story as 

everywhere: mortar erodes, crowns crack, water gets in. But 

out  here,  a  lot  of  these  chimneys  haven't  been  used  in 

decades — the wood stove's gone, the fireplace is decorative 

— so nobody looks at them until a chunk of the top falls in 



the  yard.  An unused chimney still  needs  a  cap and sound 

mortar. Water doesn't care whether you burn fires.



Chapter 5: The Courthouse Lesson — Native 

Stone That Outlasts Everything

Let me tell you about the building on the square in Hamilton, 

because it's the best masonry teacher in the county.

The Hamilton County Courthouse went up in 1887 — native 

limestone, quarried two miles east of town, laid by men who 

worked  with  what  the  ground  gave  them.  Before  it,  the 

county government had operated out of  stores,  a school,  a 

livery stable,  and briefly a saloon. Two earlier courthouses 

burned down — 1878 and 1886. So when they built this one, 

they built it out of stone that doesn't burn, with walls thick 

enough to mean it. It's been remodeled since — 1931 — but 

the stone is the stone, and it's still standing there on North 

Rice Street doing its job going on 140 years.

Here's the lesson, and it's the whole philosophy of country 

masonry in one building:

Use what's under your feet. They didn't import stone. They 

didn't order it from a catalog. They walked two miles east, 

found good limestone, and built a courthouse out of it. The 

building  belongs  to  this  ground  in  a  way  no  imported 



material ever could. When you build or repair with native 

stone, you're not just saving freight — you're building with 

material  that's  already  proven  it  can  survive  this  exact 

climate, this exact rain, this exact sun, for geological ages. The 

limestone  in  your  pasture  has  been  weathering  Hamilton 

County weather since before there was a Hamilton County. 

Trust it.

Build it thicker than it needs to be. Those courthouse walls 

aren't thick because the engineers calculated the minimum. 

They're  thick  because  the  builders  knew  that  mass  is 

forgiveness  —  thick  walls  ride  out  moisture  cycles, 

temperature  swings,  and  minor  settlement  without 

complaint. You don't need courthouse-thick walls on a ranch 

house.  But  the  principle  scales  down:  don't  value-engineer 

the masonry to the thinnest, cheapest thing that technically 

stands up. The old builders overbuilt, and their buildings are 

still  here.  The  cheap  builders  of  every  era  optimized,  and 

their buildings are gone.

Lime mortar, again. That courthouse is laid in soft mortar 

that works with the stone instead of fighting it. Every time I 

drive past it, it's a reminder of the rule I keep repeating in 

this book: the mortar must be softer than the masonry. It's 



not a preference. It's physics. Hard mortar on soft stone or 

soft  brick  destroys  the  very  thing  it's  supposed  to  hold 

together.

Maintain it. A building lasts 140 years because generations 

of people kept the roof on it, kept water away from it, and 

fixed  small  things  before  they  became  big  things.  Stone 

doesn't  maintain  itself.  Somebody  —  a  long  line  of 

somebodies — maintained that courthouse. Your barn, your 

farmhouse, your ranch fence needs its somebody. That's you.

I  put  this  chapter  in  the  middle  of  the  book  on  purpose. 

Everything before it was the details. This is the philosophy. 

Build  with  what's  here.  Build  it  stout.  Use  mortar  that 

respects  the  stone.  And  take  care  of  it.  Do  that,  and  your 

masonry will  outlast  you — which,  out  here,  is  the  whole 

point. We're not building for ourselves. We're building for the 

grandkids.



Chapter 6: The Towns — Hamilton, Hico, 

Evant, and What's Between

Hamilton County's a big county with small towns, and each 

town's masonry tells you when it was built and what it was 

built for.

Hamilton is the county seat, and the square is the showpiece 

—  the  1887  native  limestone  courthouse  and  the  brick 

commercial buildings around it.  The downtown brick went 

up in waves: the railroad years, the cotton years, the post-war 

years.  If  you  own  one  of  the  old  brick  storefronts  on  the 

square, you own a building that was built to be worked in 

hard for a century, and most of them have been. The issues 

are the classic old-commercial ones: parapet walls (the brick 

rising above the roofline) with failed mortar and no proper 

coping, which lets water pour straight into the wall core; old 

steel lintels over display windows, rusting and cracking the 

brick; and a century of signage bolts,  awning anchors, and 

patch jobs. Parapets deserve special mention — an uncoped 

or failed-coping parapet is the single most destructive detail 

on old commercial brick, and re-coping a parapet is one of 



the  highest-value  repairs  you  can  do  on  a  downtown 

building.

Hico sits up in the northern part of the county where US 281 

meets Highway 6. The town picked up and moved two and a 

half miles in the 1880s to get on the railroad line — that's how 

much the railroad meant — and became the county's cattle 

and cotton shipping center after incorporating in 1883. Hico's 

brick  downtown  has  that  railroad-town  look:  solid, 

plainspoken commercial brick, built for business, not show. 

Hico's also famous for the Billy the Kid Museum — Brushy 

Bill  Roberts,  who  lived  here  in  the  late  1940s,  claimed  to 

anyone who'd listen that he was the outlaw himself — and 

the  Hico  Old  Settlers'  Reunion,  running  since  1882.  The 

masonry  lesson  of  Hico  is  the  railroad-town  lesson:  these 

buildings  went  up  fast  during  boom  years,  some  of  the 

mortar work was production-grade rather than craft-grade, 

and 140 years later the repointing needs are real. If you own 

a Hico commercial building, budget for the parapet and the 

party  walls  —  the  shared  walls  between  buildings,  which 

nobody maintains because everybody assumes it's somebody 

else's.

Evant down in the southern part of the county started as Asa 



Langford's  Langford's  Cove  back  in  the  1850s.  It's  ranch 

country proper — smaller, quieter, and the masonry is mostly 

residential and agricultural: farmhouses, barns, outbuildings. 

Out here the stone does the talking. The old places around 

Evant were built from what the land gave, and the land gave 

limestone.

Cranfills  Gap,  Carlton,  Fairy,  Pottsville,  Shive —  the 

unincorporated  communities  and  crossroads  between  the 

towns. Out here there are no building departments and no 

historic districts, just old houses and barns doing their best. 

The masonry out on the ranch roads is the most honest in the 

county: nobody built it  for looks, everybody built it  to last, 

and the ones still standing prove the recipe works. When I'm 

out on a ranch road looking at a 1910 barn that's still plumb, I 

take my hat off to the man who laid it. He knew things.

The thread connecting all  of  it:  this  county's  masonry was 

built  by  people  who  expected  it  to  outlive  them,  using 

materials  from their  own ground.  That's  a  standard worth 

holding to — whether you're repairing a courthouse-square 

storefront or a barn on a ranch road nobody's named.



Chapter 7: Country Masons vs. City Crews — 

How Work Gets Done Out Here

Somebody's going to ask why I have a whole chapter on this. 

Because it matters, and because if you live out here, you've 

already lived it.

There's  a  difference  between  a  country  mason  and  a  city 

crew, and it's not about talent — I've known brilliant masons 

in Dallas and terrible ones everywhere.  It's  about how the 

work gets approached.

A country mason knows the material is local. He — or she 

—  has  laid  this  limestone  before.  Probably  learned  on  it. 

Knows  which  ledges  cut  clean  and  which  ones  crumble. 

Knows that the rock from the north pasture works different 

from the rock from the creek bed. A city crew shows up with 

a pallet of manufactured stone veneer from a distributor and 

a spec sheet. Nothing wrong with that on a new house in the 

suburbs. But when you're repairing a 1910 limestone barn, 

you  want  the  person  who  knows  the  local  rock,  not  the 

person reading the spec sheet.

A country mason works at the pace of the material. Lime 



mortar can't be rushed. Stone has to be read — each piece 

tells you where it wants to go. The old-timers would spend 

half  a  day  sorting  stone  before  they  laid  a  single  course, 

because the sorting is the laying. A production crew paid by 

the square foot doesn't sort. They lay. On new veneer, that's 

fine. On old stone, it's how you get a wall that looks wrong 

and fails early.

A  country  mason's  reputation  is  his  advertising. In  a 

county  of  8,200  people,  there  is  no  hiding  bad  work. 

Everybody drives past it. Everybody knows whose wall that 

is.  The mason who cuts corners out here doesn't get a bad 

review — he gets a reputation, and reputations out here are 

permanent. That's why the good country masons are so good: 

the market is too small for anything else. When you're hiring, 

ask  around.  Ask  at  the  feed  store.  Ask  your  neighbors.  In 

Hamilton County, the best reference check ever invented is 

still "who laid that wall, and is it still standing?"

What to watch for with traveling crews. After storms, after 

hail,  you'll  get  crews  rolling  through  Hamilton  County 

offering  masonry  deals.  Some  are  honest  tradesmen 

following the work.  Some are not.  The test  is  the same as 

anywhere: local references you can drive past, a bid with real 



specifics  (square  footage,  mortar  type,  scope  in  writing), 

insurance, and a warranty from somebody who'll still be here 

in two years. A warranty from a man in another state is a 

souvenir, not a guarantee.

The  handshake  still  means  something  —  but  get  it  in 

writing anyway. Out here, a man's word is his bond, and I 

respect that down to my bones. But masonry disputes aren't 

about honor — they're about memory. Six months later, you 

remember "repoint the whole east wall" and he remembers 

"touch up the east wall." Write it down. Good country masons 

don't  mind  paperwork.  Only  the  ones  planning  to  wiggle 

mind it.



Chapter 8: What Fails First Out Here — and 

Why

After fifty years, I can walk onto a Hamilton County property 

and tell you what's going to need work before I've been there 

ten  minutes.  Not  because  I'm  psychic  —  because  country 

masonry fails in patterns. Here's the pattern.

Chimneys  go  first. Always.  The  tallest,  most  exposed 

masonry  on  any  property.  Freeze-thaw,  thermal  cycling, 

wind-driven rain. On old farmhouses with unused chimneys, 

add  neglect  — nobody looks  at  a  chimney they  don't  use. 

Check  yours  this  spring.  If  the  mortar's  crumbling  or  the 

crown's cracked, water is already inside the stack, and every 

winter makes it worse.

The  bottom  two  feet  of  every  wall. Splashback  —  rain 

hitting the ground and bouncing back onto the wall — erodes 

mortar at the base faster than anywhere else. Out here it's 

worse  because  a  lot  of  old  buildings  have  no  gutters,  or 

gutters  that  haven't  worked  since  the  Johnson 

administration. The bottom courses sit in a permanent splash 

zone. If the mortar at the base of your walls is gone while the 



mortar at the top is fine, that's splashback, and the fix starts 

with  gutters  and  grading,  not  just  repointing.  Repoint  a 

splash zone without fixing the water and you'll be repointing 

it again.

Barn foundations and outbuilding bases. Ground moisture 

wicks  up  through  old  foundations  —  capillary  action,  the 

same thing that pulls water up a paper towel. The first two 

feet  of  a  barn's  stone foundation live in permanent damp. 

Lime mortar handles it better than Portland, but a century of 

it  wears anything down. When the stones at the base start 

loosening, don't wait.  A foundation that loses its base loses 

everything above it.

Mortar at dissimilar materials. Where stone meets brick, 

where brick meets wood trim, where the old addition meets 

the original house — every transition is a movement joint in 

disguise. Two materials expand differently,  and the mortar 

between  them  takes  the  stress.  These  joints  need  flexible 

sealant  or  soft  mortar  and  regular  inspection,  not  hard 

mortar and hope.

Well  houses and cisterns. Constant  ground moisture plus 

age equals mortar turning to sand. These structures are often 

forgotten  until  they  become  dangerous  —  a  cistern  cover 



failing, a well house wall bulging. Put them on your annual 

walk. They're small, they're old, and they deserve ten minutes 

of your attention.

What DOESN'T fail out here (usually): foundations. And I 

want to say this clearly because it's one of the great blessings 

of  Hamilton County.  Our limestone-based soils  don't  heave 

like Dallas clay. A Hamilton County house on rock doesn't get 

the stair-step foundation cracks that are practically a Dallas 

birthmark.  When  I  do  see  foundation-driven  masonry 

cracking out here, it's almost always one of three things: a 

house  built  on  fill  rather  than  native  ground,  a  drainage 

catastrophe that's been running for years, or an old pier-and-

beam that's settled unevenly. The rock is your friend. Trust it, 

drain water away from it, and your walls will stay where you 

put them.



Chapter 9: The Ranch-Country Care Schedule

Country masonry is  low-maintenance,  not  no-maintenance. 

Here's  the  schedule.  It's  built  for  people  who'd  rather  be 

working cattle than reading maintenance manuals — simple, 

seasonal, and effective.

Every spring — the property walk (an hour, free). Walk 

every  masonry  structure  you  own:  house,  barns, 

outbuildings, fences, well house, storm cellar, entry columns, 

mailbox.  You're  looking  for:  crumbling  or  missing  mortar, 

loose stones or bricks, leaning or bulging walls, cracks (note 

where and photograph them),  water stains,  and vegetation 

growing into or against masonry. Take phone pictures. Date 

them.  Compare year  to  year.  This  one habit  will  save you 

more money than anything else in this book.

Every spring — water management (a day, cheap). Clean 

gutters.  Extend downspouts  away from foundations.  Check 

grading around every building — soil should fall away, not 

toward.  Clear  debris  from around barn foundations  so  air 

can  move.  Out  here,  water  management  is  masonry 

maintenance. They're the same job.



Every fall  — chimneys and fire readiness. Inspect  every 

chimney  from  the  ground  with  binoculars  before  heating 

season. If you burn wood, get the flue swept and inspected on 

schedule — creosote and cracked flue tiles are a fire, not a 

masonry issue, but the mason and the sweep are looking at 

the  same  chimney.  Cap  every  unused  chimney.  An  open, 

unused chimney is a rain gauge pointed at your masonry.

Every few years  — repointing assessment. Mortar  joints 

last roughly 25 to 30 years. Stone repointing nationally runs 

$5 to $28 per square foot; a defined job like an 8-by-10 stone 

wall runs $400 to $2,000. Old stone foundations run $3,500 to 

$10,000 for full repointing. Where your job lands depends on 

height,  access,  how  deep  the  deterioration  goes,  and  — 

critically for old stone — whether the mason is using proper 

lime  mortar  and  hand-matching  the  work.  Historic  lime-

mortar work runs higher per foot because it's slower and it's 

craft.  That's not padding. That's the price of not destroying 

your wall.

As needed — the country extras. Keep trees and brush off 

masonry  —  roots  and  limbs  destroy  mortar  joints  and 

foundations alike, and out here the brush grows fast.  Keep 

livestock from rubbing stone fences — a bored bull will test 



any  wall  ever  built.  And  after  any  major  storm,  walk  the 

property.  Hail  chips  stone  and  knocks  mortar  loose;  high 

wind drives rain into every weak joint. Catch it in the month 

after the storm, not three years later.

The golden rule of country maintenance: fix small things 

fast. A loose stone reset today is a ten-minute job. That same 

stone,  after five years of  water getting behind it,  is  a  wall 

section rebuilt. Out here, where the nearest mason might be 

thirty  miles  away,  there's  a  temptation  to  let  small  things 

ride. Don't. The small things are the whole game.

Winter — the quiet test. Central Texas winters are short, but 

they're sneaky-hard on masonry. We get those blue-norther 

snaps  where  it  drops  forty  degrees  overnight,  rains,  then 

freezes.  Every one of  those cycles pumps water into every 

pore and crack in your masonry and then expands it. There's 

no maintenance task for winter except preparation: by the 

time the first norther hits, your gutters should be clean, your 

downspouts should be extended, your chimney crown should 

be  sound,  and your  vulnerable  walls  should  be  repointed. 

Winter doesn't create masonry problems — it collects on the 

ones you left it. The old-timers knew this the way they knew 

to put up hay before the weather turned. Get the work done 



in the fall, and winter is just weather. Leave it for spring, and 

winter is a bill.



Chapter 10: Buying an Old Place — The 

Masonry Walkthrough

Folks  buy  old  Hamilton  County  places  every  year  —  a 

farmhouse with acreage, a ranch with a good barn, a fixer-

upper near one of the towns. The land gets all the attention 

during the purchase. The masonry gets none, until it sends a 

bill.  Here's  the  walkthrough I  wish  every  buyer  would  do 

before closing.

Start  at  the  foundation  and  work  up. Walk  the  entire 

perimeter  at  ground level.  Look at  the  bottom two feet  of 

every  masonry  wall  —  that's  where  splashback,  ground 

moisture, and a century of weather do their worst. Poke the 

mortar  with  a  screwdriver.  If  it  crumbles  like  dry  cake, 

budget for repointing. If stones or bricks are loose, budget for 

relaying. This is the cheapest inspection you'll  ever do and 

the most honest.

Read  the  cracks. Hairline  cracks  in  mortar  are  usually 

shrinkage  and  age  —  normal.  Stair-step  cracks  running 

through mortar joints diagonally from corners of  windows 

and  doors  deserve  attention  —  that's  movement.  A  single 



vertical  crack  that's  been  there  for  decades  and  hasn't 

changed is  often historic  settlement  that's  done moving.  A 

crack with fresh, clean edges and no weathering inside it is 

new and moving now. When in doubt, photograph it, date it, 

and check it again in six months. Movement that's stopped is 

history. Movement that's continuing is a project.

Look  up. Chimneys,  parapets,  gable  ends  —  the  high 

masonry. From the ground with binoculars: missing mortar, 

leaning stacks, cracked crowns, vegetation growing out of the 

joints (a root in a mortar joint is a crowbar that never sleeps). 

High masonry is expensive masonry to fix because of access, 

so know what you're buying up there.

Check the lintels. Look at the brick above every window and 

door. Horizontal cracking or a slight sag in the brick courses 

above an opening means the lintel is failing — rusting steel 

expanding, or rotting wood giving way. Every failed lintel is a 

repair  job:  replace  the  lintel,  then  repair  the  brick.  Count 

them. Multiply. That's your number.

Ask about the mortar. If the place has been repointed, ask 

when  and  with  what.  If  a  previous  owner  had  the  1890s 

limestone pointed with hard Portland cement in 2005, you're 

not buying maintained masonry — you're buying a wall that's 



been quietly  spalling  for  twenty years.  Look for  the  signs: 

flaking stone or  brick faces,  mortar that's  harder than the 

units it's holding. Bad repointing is worse than no repointing, 

because it looks like somebody took care of things.

Smell the cellar. The storm cellar, root cellar, or crawl space 

tells you the moisture story. Musty and damp means water's 

been living with the masonry. Efflorescence — white mineral 

crust  —  on  cellar  walls  means  water  is  actively  traveling 

through. Neither is a dealbreaker on an old place, but both 

are negotiation facts.

Get a mason's  eyes on it,  not  just  an inspector's. Home 

inspectors are generalists, and most of them will flag "consult 

a masonry contractor" on anything beyond surface level — 

which is honest, but it means you still need the mason. Before 

you close on an old stone or brick place in Hamilton County, 

have a mason who knows old masonry walk it with you. An 

hour of his time will tell you whether you're buying character 

or buying problems. Best few hundred dollars in the whole 

transaction.



Chapter 11: What It Costs — Honest 2026 

Ranges for Hamilton County

Let's talk money the way neighbors talk money: straight.

Stone repointing: $5  to  $28  per  square  foot  nationally  in 

2026, with most residential work in the lower two-thirds of 

that range. A defined job — an 8-by-10 section of stone wall — 

runs  $400  to  $2,000.  Full  repointing  of  an  old  stone 

foundation  runs  $3,500  to  $10,000.  Historic  lime-mortar 

restoration work runs $25 to $50 per square foot because it's 

hand work with custom-matched mortar.

Brick repointing  and tuckpointing: $5  to  $25  per  square 

foot  for  standard  work;  basic  repointing  $3  to  $20.  Work 

above eight feet runs 20 to 40 percent more for scaffolding.

Chimney  work: standard  chimney  tuckpointing  $500  to 

$2,500 (averaging around $1,200); chimney cap replacement 

$200  to  $850;  crown  repair  $200  to  $700  and  up;  crown 

replacement $1,000 to $3,000; flashing repair $300 to $1,800; 

partial rebuilds $1,000 to $5,000 and up; full rebuilds $4,000 

to $15,000.



What moves the number out here:

• Distance and access. A ranch thirty minutes down a 

caliche  road  costs  more  to  service  than  a  house  in 

town. Mobilization is real — the mason's time driving 

is time he's not laying. Don't begrudge it; it's honest. 

• Lime mortar. Proper lime mortar for old stone and 

brick costs more in materials and much more in labor 

— it's slower, it cures slower, and it takes a mason who 

knows it. If a bid for your 1900 limestone barn doesn't 

mention  lime  mortar,  that  bid  is  either  wrong  or 

dangerous. The cheap bid that uses Portland on your 

old stone isn't cheap — it's a demolition bill deferred 

by five years. 

• Stone  matching. Repairing  native  limestone  means 

finding matching stone — sometimes from your own 

place, sometimes from a local source. That takes time 

and  a  mason  with  an  eye.  Manufactured  stone  is 

cheaper and looks it. 

• Scope honesty. Not every joint needs cutting. A good 

mason measures the failed area and quotes that. Ask 

for  the  number.  Out  here,  where  word  travels,  the 

masons who overquote don't last — but verify anyway. 



How  to  think  about  the  money. Country  masonry  is 

generational  work.  When  you  repoint  a  limestone  barn 

properly — lime mortar, matched stone, water managed — 

you're not buying twenty years.  You're buying fifty,  maybe 

more.  Divide the cost  by the decades and it's  the cheapest 

construction  money  you'll  ever  spend.  The  expensive 

masonry  is  the  cheap  masonry:  the  wrong  mortar,  the 

skipped drainage,  the patch that fails.  That's  the work you 

pay for twice — once to do it wrong, once to fix it. Out here, 

where a wall is expected to stand for generations, doing it 

right the first time isn't a luxury. It's just how we've always 

done it.

If you need [masonry work in Hamilton 

County](https://championbrickrepair.com) — stone, brick, barns, 

farmhouses, ranch fences — done by somebody who lives here and 

plans to keep living here, that's what we do. And everything I know 

that fits in a book is free in the [free brick repair books](https://metro-

foundation-repair.web.app/free-books/) library. Read them, lend them 

to a neighbor, and when you hire a mason — me or anybody — you'll 

know exactly what you're buying. That's the whole point of all of this.
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