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SALVAGE JOB

RECYCLED BRICK ADDS VINTAGE APPEAL WHILE
REUSING DURABLE BUILDING MATERIALS.

Clay. Shale. Water. When combined and heated, these simple, easily
obtainable ingredients form brick, which is one of the toughest
building products around. This material is so durable that some brick
sections of the Great Wall of China are still standing after 2,300 years.
Such durability, along with visual appeal, easy maintenance, and
thermal mass, makes brick a good choice for green construction.

Even better, builders don’t have to search
the world for vintage versions of this building
material. Demolished structures and ripped-up
sireets often yield old bricks that are still usable.
Rather than letting such valuable vintage
materials end up in a landfill, businesses
throughout the country now salvage such brick
and resell it to builders and others.

As appealing as recycled brick may sound
in a home’s marketing materials, though,
builders should know that not all salvaged brick
is created equal You will want to determine
whether this brick is right for your project.

Know Your Bricks

Though ingredients are similar, contemporary
brick is different frorn its historical
counterparts. Today’s brick is fired ata
consistent, high temperature under strict
quality controls, which creates uniform bricks
that are strong and weather-resistant. In
contrast, early 2oth-century manufacturing
processes produced bricks of all sorts, such as
pavers, facing brick, and backing brick.

Pavers, which were originally used for
streets, were some of the first vintage bricks to
be recycled because they are strong, virtually
waterproof, versatile, and easier to reclaim
than the brick used for buildings. This brick’s
durability has made it highly prized for both
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building construction and pavers; architects
seek it out for its unique, darker colors.

But the brick from buildings of this period is
different. Because the production process back
then was inconsistent, it created bricks that
differed in quality and properties, resulting
in different uses for each kind. In general, this
older brick can be more porous and usually
comes in two basic types, facing brick and
backing brick, both of which were used in the
thick load-bearing walls of the day.

Facing brick was fired for a longer time,
making it stronger and darker-colored. It was
used on the exterior of walls because it resisted
water better than the softer, lighter-colored
backing brick, which should not be used for
exteriors. (Light red varieties are often called
salmon brick.)

Water permeability is the big problem,
particularly when brick is used for exterior
cladding. Backing bricks wick moisture in
both directions, making moisture controlin a
contemporary building envelope much more
difficult. However, backing brick can be used
indoors and, like any brick, dampens sound,
maintains a consistent interior temperature,
and doesn’t require painting, which can help
improve indoor air quality by not introducing
VOCs into the living space.

Pavers, however, do not have some of the

Courtesy Gavin Historical Bricks













