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STONE

What you need to know about nature’s most durable material

BY MAX ALEXANDER

Stone is the most enduring of building materials. If
you've ever run your hand along the sculpted mar-
ble of a Greek temple or the rough face of a castle,
you've felt the connection to the past. Even a new
stone house, wall, or chimney feels like a permanent
part of the landscape. “Stone solves the problem
of how to make a building come up out of the ground
in a natural way,” says Chris Coy of Barnes Coy
Architects, a Bridgehampton, New York, firm that has
designed many contemporary stone homes.
Because it is endlessly varied and readily shaped,
stone can be rustic or formal, whimsical or weighty.
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These days, most stone houses are
made not of solid rock but of a veneer
over concrete block or sheathing. That
saves on cost, but building with stone
is still expensive. A small house faced
with stone might require several hundred
tons of rock, at $200 or more a ton. Then

ABOVE LEFT: Inn 1720 the builders of the Johannes
Cornelius Becker house in Gardiner, New York,
laid each piece of native fieldstone in a bed of
white lime mortar. ABOVE RIGHT: Frank Lloyd
Wright took a different tack in 1937 when he built
Taliesin West, his bouse and studio in Scottsdale,
Avizona. His students laid courses of fieldstone in
wooden forms, then poured concrete around them.

hammer and chisel. “You find a stone with
a shape that’s in the ballpark and work
with it,” says Smith & May mason David
Peabody, as sparks fly from a hunk of
granite he’s chiseling for a chimney. “You
find about one or two stones per week that
fit naturally, with a consistent joint.” A

comes labor: Skilled masons earn about

the same as good carpenters, but it takes longer to lay stone than to

nail 2x4s. Sam Smith, of Smith & May Masonry in Rockport,

\I‘*ne says that stone costs around $45 per square foot of surface,
ncluding labor—more than double the cost of cedar siding. Over

=_of course, the higher initial expense will be reclaimed in reduced

enance, since stone never rots or needs painting.

Whether it’s for a house or a simple garden wall, laying stone

mires time and patience. Each rock must be carefully p051t1oned to

mason also has to think about color and
size, so that when the job is finished the stone appears to be distrib-
uted with an artful randomness that speaks of nature’s handiwork.
This attention to detail is required throughout the process. “It’s
tough to conceal a problem with a stone house,” says Pennsylvania
architect John Milner. If it isn’t built properly, you'll see cracking and
settling, not to mention sloppy practices such as mortar joints that are
too wide or lined up vertically, or smears on the face of the stone. But
if it’s done right, a stone structure will stand proud for centuries—and
still look as old as the day it was built.

Visiting a Stone Yard

Unless you happen to live near a source of good rock for building—and
hawe 2 sturdy truck, a strong back, and lots of time—it’s a good bet
you'll be buying material from a stone yard. (Look in the Yellow Pages
under “Stone™ or “Masonry Supplies.”)

To figure out what kind of stone you want, bypass the pallets piled
high with rock ready to be delivered and find the sample walls that
yards set up to show customers how each type of stone looks once a
mason has worked his magic. A big yard
might have dozens of such walls. Pricing is
by the ton. but how much wall that buys you
depends on the construction method you're
using {se= “Building Techniques,” page 142).
Wallstone, the kind used to build solid

stacked wall 7 to 8 feet long and 18 inches thick, or to veneer 50
square feet of wall with 4- to 6-inch-thick stones.

Unless you're planning to do the work yourself, the yard is also a good
place to start your search for an experienced stonemason, who can help
you find the best material for the job. “A stonemason should be able to
look at a pallet of building stone and tell if it’s any good or not,” says Jeff
Gammelin, owner of Freshwater Stone and Brickwork in Orland, Maine.
On a good pallet, virtually every stone should
be of a usable shape, with no odd triangles,
parallelograms, or so-called doglegs—rocks
with a conspicuous protrusion. That translates
into less waste and less time spent chipping
away at pieces to make a good fit.

walls, is measured by the cubic foot. Stone

veneer is measured by the square foot. A
typical 3,000-pound pallet contains enough
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rock to build a 2-foot-high section of

A typical pallet holds about 1% tons of stone,
but because stone is so beavy, even small proj-
ects may need many pallets’ worth of material.



Building Techniques
Four ways to make a wall out of stone
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Dry-set Wall

Needs no mortar; carefully fitted stones are
locked together solely by their weight and
shape. Wall is battered (thicker at its base),
has no footings, and flexes with freeze-
thaw cycles. Capstones keep out water.
Tie-stones reach into or through the heart
of the wall to hold it together. Best suited to
landscape walls, not homes. Time-
consuming, and therefore costly, to build.
But with no mortar to deteriorate, a well-
made dry-set wall can stand for centuries.

Mortared Wall

Using mortar to fill the spaces between
stones is the way houses (and castles)
have been built for centuries. Because the
stones don't have to be fitted as tightly,
the work goes faster and is more forgiving
of stone imperfections than with dry-set
walls. The faces do not have to taper, but
a stable, poured-concrete footing is
needed to prevent seasonal ground
movement from breaking the wall apart.
The interior of solid-stone structures can
be damp and cold because the material
wicks moisture and conducts heat.

Traditional Veneer

Only one stone thick, veneered walls rely
on support from a sturdy inner wall, ideally
one made of poured concrete or reinforced
block. A brick ledge carries the stones’
weight, and metal ties embedded in the
mortar hold the stone to the supporting
wall. Veneer uses less stone than mortared
walls and goes up faster; and because the
inside face can be easily insulated, it
avoids the cold and dampness of solid-
stone-and-mortar construction.

Thin Veneer

A lightweight veneer construction that
uses real stone sawn to roughly a 2-
inch thickness. Pieces are applied like
tile to a mortar substrate. No brick
ledge is needed, so it's suitable for
retrofit applications over 2x framing. To
give the illusion of thickness at corners,
stones are cut in an L shape. Because
of the additional processing, the
material cost is about 25 percent higher
than for traditional veneer, but thin-
veneer goes up more quickly. Can be
used inside or out.

Statements
in Stone
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1. A house of solid stone and mortar rises
like a cliff from a rocky Maine shore.
Horizontal lintels carry the wall’s weight
above window and door openin

2. Sawn-bed limestone strips, reminiscent
of the natural outcroppings along the

nearby Arkansas River, surround the fire-
place in this Fayetteville, Arkansas, house.

3. The stone arch, graceful yet strong, was
developed by the Romans. Here, the tech-
nique creates a moongate at the Blithe-
wold Arboretum in Bristol, Rhode Island.

4. With no mortar to hold its stones in
place, this dry-set garden wall retains its
integrity due to gravity and the mason’s
skill at knitting the pieces together.

For Roger Cook’s wall-build
techniques Go to www.thisold
house.com or America Online Key-
word: This Old House and

type “rock solid” in the search box.




