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INTRODUCTION 

 
This document is intended to help the reader understand the fundamentals of conserving the 

ancient milestones, which play such an important part in maintaining links with our historic 

landscape in a rapidly changing world.  

 

The advice is aimed at the amateur volunteer but is equally relevant as a starting point for the 

expert. 

 

This document does not cover Safe Working Methods and Health and Safety in the use of 

products as these are addressed in separate papers issued by the Milestone Society (at 

www.milestone-society.co.uk). 

 

 

THE PRINCIPLES OF BEST PRACTICE 

 

Practical intervention should only be undertaken if the milestone or marker is suffering 

significant ongoing and disfiguring decay or is at real risk of damage or loss.  It is important 

to understand that in attempting to restore a milestone to a former known state the 

accumulated patina of age will be destroyed and at worst, historically interesting features may 

be lost altogether or heavily masked.  The present day context of each stone should be 

carefully considered and reviewed before any action is taken; it may well be that a stone has 

'grown old gracefully' and now sits so comfortably in its environment that any form of 

intervention would be unwelcome.  Furthermore, it must be appreciated that some 

interventions, though well intended, will be irreversible and thereby change the stone or 

metal forever.  Such actions are a last resort and should only be undertaken after all other 

options have been explored. 

 

In order to achieve the right outcome, the following processes should always be implemented 

before any work is undertaken: 

 

 1. Assess the local environment and note any obvious and immediate potential 

  threats to the well being of the milestone. 

 2. Make a written and photographic record of the condition of the milestone.  

 3. Monitor masonry items at regular intervals over a period of at least 12-24   

  months.  

 

During the assessment period the following actions should take place: 

 

 a) Establish the significance of the milestone by researching its history and  

  liaise with the Local Authority, to check whether it is Listed (the majority are). 

  Establish lines of communication so that any actions you wish to take can be 

  properly authorised by the appropriate Department or landowner. 

 

 b) Carry out any simple and non-invasive tasks that might be needed to mitigate 

  the threats identified at item 1 (e.g. removing ivy, saplings or annual  

  vegetation growing against the marker or removing debris that may have  

  collected around the marker).  
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 c) Report any serious threats identified in item 1 above to the Local Authority 

  (e.g. risk of damage from an unsafe wall against which a marker might be  

  located). 

 

 d) It is highly likely that a stone marker will be host to a variety of lichens and 

  the British Lichen Society can be contacted at     

  www.britishlichensociety.org.uk to establish whether the site may contain any 

  rare or important species that are protected as Special Scientific Interest (SSI). 

    

   At the end of the monitoring period, an informed decision can be made over 

  the following issues: 

 

� Is any intervention other than minor maintenance of the landscape around 

the milestone actually necessary? 

� Is the milestone suffering 'significant ongoing and disfiguring decay'? 

� What practical measures or on-going assessment are necessary? 

� Who will undertake this work and monitor the condition to establish the 

need and frequency for future intervention? 

 

 

 

RECOMMENDED CONSERVATION ACTIVITIES 

  

If the milestone is in a sound condition, actions should be limited to the following: 

 
� Keep any vegetation around the 

milestone under control, which if 

appropriate, can be assisted by the 

creation of a gravel margin around the 

base of the stone  (see standard 

specification b in appendix). 

� If disfigured by unsightly algae growth 

and loose dust and dirt layers, lightly 

clean using only a dilute solution of 

detergent and clean water and a 

medium - firm bristle brush.  Do not 

scrape or abrade the surface and if old 

paint layers are present, seek to retain 

these as far as possible.  Rinse down 

thoroughly with clean water on 

completion. 

 

Light cleaning may be all that is necessary 

as this sample test using nothing more 

than a toothbrush and water 

demonstrates. 
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If the milestone is suffering significant ongoing and disfiguring decay, the following 
actions may be implemented:  
 
A. Changing the local environment 
 
 1. Proximity to highway; 
  On heavily trafficked roads, salt and exhaust pollution can cause serious decay 
  to natural stone.  
  If possible, stones in this situation should be re-sited as far back from the  
  carriageway as possible (see standard specification 'a' in appendix).  
 
 2. Vegetation; 

  The presence of excessive vegetation around 
the stone can be responsible for both surface 
decay and, by concealing the stone, lead to 
accidental mechanical damage.  Overhanging 
branches of small trees should be cut back and 
any shrubs removed, particularly if roots are 
likely to disrupt the footing of the stone.  Grass 
and annual vegetation should be cut back using 
a strimmer, taking care to avoid the milestone, 
and ivy etc removed completely.  It is 
 advisable to create a gravel margin around the 
stone to restrict the rate of encroachment of 
new growth (see standard specification 'b').  

 
 3. Paved areas; 
   Decay of stones in paved areas can be caused by a 'wicking' effect, in which 

  entrapped moisture around the footing is drawn up into the stone.  This  
  condition can be mitigated by forming a gravel 'breather' margin around the 
  stone (see standard specification 'b'). 

 
 4. Re-setting stones; 
   Stones which have fallen or lean severely should be raised and re-set.   

  Similarly, stones that have sunk or are largely obscured by a rise in the  
  surrounding ground level should also be re-set (see standard specification 'a').  

 

Lost in the undergrowth and severely 
tilted, this stone needs attention. 


