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Working with Historic Brick

Four options are available for repairing damage on historic brick structures.

By Loretta Hall

4 ard 3 brick™ doemt mean indestructible. Restoration work oo
historic builldings often fmvolves fixing bricks that have been
dumaged bn variou ways. Some are simply broken from mpacts
Orhens are distategrating because of impe per maintenance. One

common mamtenance problem s ming the wrong type of moetar when wpoint

ing (replacing deterionted joines between bricks). Becayse they were fired at lower

temperatures than modern bewcks, pre-20eh-century beicks are relatively soft. T bey & )
sinord and rebease water, expanding and contracting in the proces. The lime mor- A A
tar wsed with them was even witer, 30 it win able 10 cushion that movement e |
Periodically, the mortar deterioestes a0 lus 10 be rephaced, Using more rigid, bow :zw, _‘1 Al | g"&
potous cement-hased mortar traps water intide the bricks and keeps them fom . Sl — T L
expanding The reslting presure dowly crumbles the constraimed beicks. ) Y‘ i1 J"'T &
Another type of problem i that bricks produced 100 yean ago were fired |n i !ﬁ' N gu,‘
coul-fiscled bochive kilns with unevens heas distribution, Under-heated bricks, which P .'."‘,: el
were softer and Jom durable, were st aside for interior use. Sometimes, these softer < SR

bricks were mis-categorized and mistakenly wsed on exterior wall, where they could
not withstand the asauls of weather.

Regandless of what camsed the deteriontion, buildimg.roworation specialists
can choose from four technigues for fixing historic bricks

1f 2 beick s badly deteriorated, the best solution & 10 replace 11, acconding to
John Speweik, an historic-mmonry specialine wish US. Heritage Group. " You have
to ke sure that you have something ebe to put in there that matches.” he sy,
cmphosizing that the replacements mane match in pesformance characterissics o
well 25 appearance. Speweiks fint strategy is to search the site for available bricks
from the original comstruction. For example, he might take them fom out-of-
sight places such 25 foundations or aric walls,

The potential problem with harvesting bricks from interior walls & that they

TP it

Bulit In 1892 to house the Brigham
Young Acodumy, this eclectic Vietoran
buliding (above] sat empty from the
early 1970s until restoration began In

may be the softer bricks that were under-heated in the kiln, Somsetines these are 1997. It suffered severe deterloration
called “almon bricks™ becase of the lighter, pinkish color they had when new. during the docades it was vacant {left).
Ohwer time, that dntinctive color diminishes, making it very difficult to distinguish w:’::hl m:;ﬂn‘ o

the softer bricks from harder ones that were suitable for exterior mse. "Genenally,
you can tell by clinking two bricks together.” syx Spewsik. “If it a high-pitched
ringing sound, they're evenly fired through and that rells you they are 3 hander
brick. If you dink two bricks together and they have 2 dull clunkine sound. then

salvaged bricks. Phato: courtesy of
Child Entorprises




§ probably SRt EOINg 10 MITVIVE VETY WE UIL W% SAee s, @ s semmmmes s
(test i not completely reliable, however.There eeally fan't anything you can do
shaolutely ensure that it not an interior beick. Its 2 risk you take.”

Speweik made his most exciting find recently while restoring 3 house bullt
174, At sostie point, 2 smokehouse on the property had been taken down, and
| bricks had been wed to make walkways and 3 large patio, "When | realized |
» standing on original bricks, | couldn’t believe how valuable it was” he wys
was like 2 gold mine. We could actually use those bricks for the restoration of
+ howse”

Using original bricks abo preserves historical authenticity. When a 19th.
sury Brigham Young Academy building in Provo, Utah, was rehabilitated to
rome the new city library, replacement bricks were salvaged from several adj-
ot buildings that were being demolished. Those buildings were from the same
| and were constructed of the same type of locally manufactured bricks. Using
s reclaimed bricks was environmentally responsible as well as respectful of the
iginal chsracter of the building, The recycling proces was even reniinicent of its
rial construction. When it was erected in 1892 to replace 3 previows acadeny
ueture deroyed by fire, bricks were removed from the barned-out shell and
ped in the new building dapite their discolomtion.

this case, doterkeation ks occerring because cement mortar has been used to replace the
.Mh-ﬂh.ﬂh*“““”dhh
n, which has Siaked away. Photo: courtesy of US. Mertage Group

I aeiginal bricks are not available, an antique brick vupplier may be able 1 pr
vide similar ones. But that proces can be tricky. " Thene wete many, many bri
makers all over the country, Gesting an exact match is very difficult because you ha
to find something specifically in that aren,” sy Mike Gavin, co-owner of Gay
Mistorical Bricks of Towa City, 1A, He asks potential elients to e<madl his compan
digital image of the brick to be mawched, along with the dimensions, ' We look
our selection of products we've reclaimed all over the country. We know where |
get the brick, and we usually know the general history and age of the brick that
rockiim,” says Gavin, “If we think we have o good match, we send them a ample
oue brick so they can put it right up to their existing project for comparison.”

It may not be possible to locate matching bricks if the originals are an uncor
mon size, color or texture, In that case, reprocductions may be ondered from one
the few producers chat will we beehive kilns. “That's ypically a costlier optic
just because you set up for 3 small production of bricks,” seys Gavin, who son
times contracts with a custom brick maker, " We have had a lot of good luck, es)
cially when 1t 4 real unsual texeure and thats what's most important to them

Another alternative is to purchase new sand-steack bricks, which have a oy
surface texture and may be designed to have irregular odges and carnen."(
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A fine of tar marks the edge of a porch roof that was remaved from this buliding. The thic
tar cannot bo removed efficlontly, and the bricks will have to be reploced. Photo; courtesy
US. Maritage Group
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bexcky were mude i molds Roed with sund., and the sand helped o refeuse the clay
when they were hand enough 1o Bip out of the mold” expliin Speweik. “There
are companes that muke sand-mold brick today Those tend to match historic
bricks betrer”

When sttempang 10 introduce noo-otiging] bricks into an historie stracture. it
¥ important to puatch not only the size and sppearance of the exnting boicks bt
sho their functional propertien. In particular, bricks nunufactured sty moee mod-
ern techniques muy be hander amd less porows. Thine mexd during the 18th aod 19th
comurics siwarbed X1 to 25 percent of their weight in water, alehough under-fired
dricks could absoth 35 pescent of their own weight, By comparsson, carly-2ich-
century boacks eypically sbsorbed no more than 10 percent of their weight in water
leserving incompuatible beicks into an exisiog wall prevenss the Bagade from operas-
wig % 3 coberene sructure,

“Repuiring bricks & cheaper, and you probubly can do 2 berter pob of mondung
what’s on bsonc bailding with repuir mortar, 2 opposcd to buying sew brivk.” ays
Diennis Rusde, president of Cathedeal Scooe Produces of Hanover, MDD His company
formmbaes brick sepair moetar 1o mosch the color and texnsre of existing musonry

"1 suppose 4 rule of thumb might be if 5 thisd or half of 2 beick & TR
then ity 3 candidate for replacement, bot £ docint have to be.™ wys Rude, “It can
il be repaired. It jusc bus to be sepaired with exactly the right material "™ Preparing
the sutface correctly uad applying the material properly are abo crucisl The cotn-
poary selb it Jabioy brand brick-repair mortae only to inssallers whe have complet-
o 2 theee-day trainimg chaw.

The Jabm product was tsed to reconstruct stme brick surfaces on the Provo
Ciry Libeary. “We take out all the [outerial on the] face of the brick that'’s deteri-
orating really bad, put this Cathedeal Stone product in 2, give It the texture of the
brack sround i and then ssin it wyy Richand Child, prevident of Child Enter-
prises of Springville, UT. Depending on the desited texture, the spplication i fin-
mhed by rubbing or dabbing the wrfoce with a sponge, of sceatching it with 3 wine
beforr the repair moetar has completely set v " When we're done you can hendly
tell the difference.” wys Chikd

US. Herage Group alwo neakes & repair ottar that can be cotomized to
matech the color and texture of exincing beicks “Unsitig our brick-repair produoct is
peetty can” s Spewelk. “However, ith just like cooking or anything che. You
hawe to practice before you sctuslly do it on the wall, to grt comsfornable widh the
setting time of the matertak and bow to finkds the surface and get o o ook like
you want it o ook

Sometinves, only the exposed wirfiice of the brick on the extorior face of
witll has deterioeated, due to weathering, painting or harsh cleaning methods |
o sanciblisting, The ociginal hard crase (called the fire skin} remainy intace on
unexposed, rear surface of the brick. I the body of the brick is stil! structu
soand, the exterion appesmnce of the building can be restored without reply
or patching the brick. “You can romove the brick, turn it around, and reinsert
says Rhonds Maas of Building Rescoration Specialties of Denver, CO, “We ¢
didd an entire focade that way”"

Lowetta Hall, an Albvguengue, NM-based feeclance wviter, spechalizes in architecroe
avestrction hpics. She cam be avntncted wt forettafall@vonstmctionwniters, ony
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