Understanding Mold in Historic Homes:
Challenges and Solutions for Preservation

Aging Beauty Meets Modern Moisture

| have spent years walking through historic properties across Detroit, from Victorian-era
houses in the Cass Corridor to early twentieth-century homes in Indian Village. These buildings
have a character that modern construction rarely matches. But they also come with a hidden
burden. The same features that give them charm - thick plaster walls, deep basements,
intricate woodwork - can also make them vulnerable to moisture problems. Over time, that
moisture invites microbial growth. Dealing with mold in historic homes is not just a health
concern. It is a preservation problem that requires careful thinking.

When | first started inspecting older buildings, | noticed something important. The construction
methods used a century ago were designed for a different climate and a different way of living.
Coal furnaces, single-glazed windows, and natural ventilation all worked together to keep
interiors dry. Today, we add insulation, seal windows, and run HVAC systems that change the
indoor environment. That shift can trap moisture where it never used to settle. The result is a
perfect setup for mold. And because historic materials like lath and plaster are porous, mold
can spread invisibly behind walls long before anyone sees it.

Why Historic Homes Are More Vulnerable

Old houses breathe differently. Plaster walls and lime-based mortars allow moisture to move
through them gradually. That was intentional. But when we apply modern vapor-impermeable
paints or sealants, we block that natural drying path. Moisture then accumulates inside the
wall cavity. Add a leaky roof or a damp basement, and you have a recipe for trouble. The same
goes for basements. Many historic homes in Detroit sit on fieldstone foundations that were
never meant to be fully dry. They were built to allow groundwater to seep in and evaporate.
Today, we finish those basements into living spaces without addressing the moisture source.
That is where mold finds a foothold.

Another factor is the presence of lead-based paint and asbestos in many historic homes.
During any mold remediation effort, you have to account for these hazards. Disturbing old paint
or insulation during cleanup can create a separate health risk. That means the remediation
process must be slower and more methodical than it would be in a newer building. It also
means that Mold Inspection and Mold Testing should be done by someone who understands
both microbial growth and historic materials.



The Role of Moisture Control in Preservation

Moisture Control is the foundation of any successful strategy for mold in historic homes. You
cannot kill mold permanently if you do not fix the water problem first. That is a lesson | have

learned the hard way. In one project on the east side, the owners had tried multiple rounds of
chemical cleaning, but the mold kept returning. The issue was a failing drain tile system
outside the foundation. Once we addressed the Basement Waterproofing and installed a
proper drainage system, the mold stopped coming back.

For historic homes, the goal is not to make the building perfectly sealed. That can backfire.
Instead, you want to manage moisture flow. A Vapor Barrier in the basement can help, but it
must be installed carefully to avoid trapping moisture against the old stone. Dehumidifiers are
another tool, especially in humid Michigan summers. | recommend a whole-house dehumidifier
connected to the HVAC system, rather than portable units that require constant emptying. That
keeps relative humidity below 50 percent, which is the threshold where mold growth slows
dramatically.

Navigating Regulations and Best Practices

The EPA provides guidelines for mold remediation that apply to all buildings, but historic
properties have additional layers. The National Trust for Historic Preservation offers resources
that emphasize minimal intervention. You do not want to rip out original plaster walls if you can
save them. In many cases, careful drying and HEPA Vacuum cleaning of surface mold is


https://moldremediationdetroit.net/

enough. If the plaster is too damaged, you can replace it with a modern alternative that still
mimics the original finish. That balance between health and heritage is the core challenge.

The US Department of Energy also has programs that encourage energy efficiency upgrades in
older homes. Those upgrades - like adding insulation or sealing air leaks - can improve comfort
and lower bills. But they must be done with moisture in mind. | have seen attic insulation
projects that inadvertently blocked ventilation and caused condensation in the winter. That
condensation then dripped down into the walls and fueled mold. The lesson is simple: any
energy retrofit should include a moisture risk assessment.

For property owners, the first step is always a professional Mold Inspection. A good inspector
will look beyond visible growth. They will check for hidden moisture in wall cavities, under
flooring, and around plumbing. They will also take air samples to measure Indoor Air Quality.
Mold testing can identify the species present, which matters for health. Some molds are
allergens. Others, like Stachybotrys (black mold), produce mycotoxins that can cause more
serious respiratory issues. Knowing what you are dealing with guides the remediation
approach.
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Practical Steps for Homeowners and Preservationists

If you own a historic home, do not panic when you find mold. Panic leads to rushed decisions
that can damage the building. Instead, follow a methodical process:



¢ Identify and fix the moisture source first. That could be a leaky pipe, a cracked
foundation, or poor grading around the house.

e Contain the affected area to prevent spores from spreading. Use plastic sheeting and
tape to seal off doorways and vents.

e Remove moldy materials that cannot be saved, like drywall or carpet. For salvageable
surfaces like plaster walls, use a HEPA Vacuum followed by a damp cloth with a mild
detergent. Never use bleach on porous surfaces; it can damage the material and
release harmful fumes.

e Dry the area completely using fans and dehumidifiers. Wait until moisture readings
are normal before rebuilding.

e Consider a post-remediation inspection to confirm the mold is gone and the Indoor Air
Quality is safe.

One thing | tell every homeowner is that prevention is cheaper than remediation. A good
moisture control plan includes regular gutter cleaning, downspout extensions that carry water
away from the foundation, and landscape grading that slopes away from the house. In
basements, a sump pump and a vapor barrier can make a huge difference. For above-ground
spaces, maintaining proper ventilation is key. In the winter, keep the humidity low. In the
summer, use air conditioning to dehumidify.

Unique Considerations for Detroit Properties

Detroit has a large stock of historic homes, from Queen Anne Victorians to Arts and Crafts
bungalows. Many of these homes sat vacant for years and are now being renovated. That
vacancy period often allowed moisture to accumulate unchecked. Roof leaks went unrepaired.
Basements flooded. By the time a new owner takes over, the mold problem can be extensive. |
have worked on a House Museum in the city where the collection of antique furniture was at
risk because of mold in the basement. The museum had to balance preservation of the
building with preservation of the artifacts. That required a plan that addressed both moisture
and air quality without altering the historic fabric.

Victorian architecture, with its ornate trim, bay windows, and steep roofs, presents specific
challenges. The roof valleys and flashing details can be complex and prone to leaks. The
original windows are often single-pane and drafty, which leads to condensation on the glass
and sills. That condensation can drip onto the plaster below and cause staining and mold.
Retrofitting storm windows or using interior storm panels can reduce condensation while
preserving the original look.

Plaster walls and lath and plaster construction are another area where mold can thrive. The
wood lath provides an organic food source for mold, and the plaster can wick moisture from



the surrounding framing. If you suspect mold behind the plaster, it is worth cutting a small
inspection hole to look. A borescope can also help. If the plaster is too damaged, you may
need to remove it down to the lath, treat the framing with a moldicide, and re-plaster with a
modern lime-based plaster that allows the wall to breathe.

Bringing It All Together

Mold in historic homes is not a problem that can be solved with a single product or a quick fix.
It requires a thoughtful approach that respects the building's history while addressing the
moisture issues that modern life creates. The best outcomes come from a partnership
between the homeowner, a qualified mold remediation specialist, and sometimes a historic
preservation consultant. They work together to find solutions that protect both the structure
and the people inside it.

| have seen too many historic homes lose their original features because of improper mold
cleanup. Crews rip out plaster, tear up hardwood floors, and discard trim that could have been
saved. That is not just a loss of material. It is a loss of history. With the right knowledge and
tools, you can remove the mold while keeping the character. That is the goal we should all aim
for.



