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Accidental
Charm of

Clinker
| Bricks

Once considered trash, clinkers were

one of several early 20th-century
bricks whose nonconformity was
part of their appeal.

By SusaN VANHECKE
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e think of bricks as models of
consistency, modular building
units about 2” x 47 x 8”, rela-
tively identical in color. By the early 1900s,
though, the distorted shapes and intense
hues of clinker bricks, the manufacturing
accidents that had long been the bane of
brick makers, became a boon to creative
builders and architects who found visual
energy and natural beauty in the bricks’
irregularity. While clinkers are the famous
example, other unusual brick types, such
as Roman and tapestry bricks, were just as
popular around the turn of the 20th centu-
ry. If your old house is made with one of
these uncommon bricks, a little back-
ground on what they are and where they
come from can help with future restora-
tion or repair projects.

What Are Clinker
Bricks?

Named for the distinctive sound they
make when banged together, clinker bricks
are the result of wet bricks placed too close
to the fire. The intense heat of coal-burn-
ing traditional kilns created a hard,
durable brick that often twisted into vol-
canic shapes and textures. Overbaking
produced rich, warm colors as well that
ran the gamut from reds, yellows, and
oranges to deep, flash-burned browns,
purples, and blacks. No two clinker bricks
were alike, rendering them trash to brick
manufacturers who prized uniformity,
but treasure to early modern architects,
builders, and homeowners seeking un-
common architectural detail.

“Clinker bricks were rejects because
they were discolored or misshapen,’
explains John Gavin of Gavin Historical
Bricks, an lowa City-based supplier of
reclaimed antique paving and building
materials. The bricks were, however, still
a solid building material, and in the early
20th century clinkers became popular
when avant-garde architects started build-
ing houses with them precisely because
they were so unusual.

During the Arts & Cratts era, clinkers
were used to accentuate bungalow archi-
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Clinkers were a
favorite for exte-
rior focal points,
such as chim-
neys, where the
shape of the
bricks created
interesting dis-
plays of light and
shadow, as on
the famous
Duncan-lrwin
House, by Greene
and Greene, in
Pasadena,
California (right
and inset).
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> tecture, creating visual inter-  them. Kingston Heath, director of the his-

est in focal points such as

chimneys, porch supports,

and garden walls. The use of
clinkers in English walls during the 19th
century was well documented, but Charles
and Henry Greene, who incorporated
clinkers in their most famous California
houses, may have been impressed after
seeing the bricks used in buildings near
Boston, where both brothers attended
MIT.

Clinker use spread to other architec-
tural styles, too, especially Colonial
Revivals along the East coast, where entire
homes, not just chimneys, were made of

MAY/JUNE 2006

toric preservation graduate program at the
University of Oregon, thinks clinkers
appealed to Colonial Revival designers
because their irregularities hearkened
back to pre-industrial times.

A Scarce Resource
In these days of automated manufactur-
ing, when perfectly identical bricks are
produced thousands at a time, clinkers are
all but nonexistent. Therefore, homeown-
ers who seek these one-of-a-kind bricks
for restoration or renovation projects have
limited options.

Clinkers are available through a few

Properly stacking
freshly molded
and dried bricks in
a round, beehive
oven (above right)
was crucial for
even firing. If
under-fired, bricks
come out soft and
crumbly; if over-
fired, the clay
turns hard and
glasslike, resulting
in clinkers.

«
o
0
8]
]
Q
(
o
(h
0
(
3
)
v
0
0




salvage companies that reclaim and rescue
bricks from demolition sites or discard
piles. Gavin, for example, looks for clinkers
: at their original source. “We find the old,
= |  abandoned kilns where bricks were made,’
' he says. “Then we see where [workers]
threw away the clinkers.” Gavin researches
promising kiln sites through historical
societies and does flyovers in airplanes
before he starts digging. When demand for
| Sl s === | clinkers increased about five years ago,
: Z - St ~_ Gavin began manufacturing them using a

= e o S #t | painstaking process, which is somewhat
— e i;;g | ironic given that the originals were created
e - e 2% 3
. 22 T by mistake.

- “To be real clinkers, the bricks have to
—|  be made in beehive kilns, which are slow-
S baking,” says Gavin. These large, round,
N\ g ' brick edifices are sealed and coal-fired for
weeks at a time. Gavin's clinkers are baked
in 100-year-old kilns. To ensure the high-
est percentage of these specialty bricks, the
kilns sustain temperatures of 1,850 de-
grees Fahrenheit for three weeks straight.
Although the demand for authentic clink-
ers is small, there is a growing market
from people who are traditionalists or
“want something unique and beautiful;’

: says Gavin.
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Working with Clinkers

: " Using reclaimed or freshly minted bricks
isn't the only way to handle a clinker brick
restoration. When Hurricane Isabel tore
through the mid-Atlantic in 2003, it
dropped a tree through the sunroom of
Susan and Mike Burnetts 1932 clinker

HISTORICALDRICKS.COM

Modern clinkers
(right) aren’t acci-
dents; they're
intentionally man-
ufactured for
their unique
appearance, and
their range of
shapes can be
used to lay walls
creatively.

HISTORICALBRICKS.COM
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A brand new bun-
galow (right),
made with newly
minted clinkers,
displays all the
hallmarks of Arts
& Crafts brick-
work.

HISTORICALDRICKS.COM
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- Bricks That
Broke the Mold

- Clinkers weren't the only

- bricks to challenge conven-

tional thinking. Around the

same time, tapestry and

Roman bricks also garnered

attention from architects

and homeowners seeking

something different.
Tapestry bricks came in

assorted colors, from pur-

- ples, olive greens, and blues

- to deep russet and chamois

- with a rough finish, desianed

- to catch the light and create & warm glow. These colors were

meant to be alternated across a wall, imparting a decorative,

- patchwork effect (hence the name tapestry) throughout the fin-

~ ished building. Tapestry bricks were a trademark of Fiske & Co.,

- Inc., which touted them as a designer item to make homes that

- were, according to the ads, “restful and pleasing to the sye

- because colors and surfaces harmonize with the rocks, the trees,

- the grass.” While tapestry bricks are no longer produced, it's pos-

 sible to find modern bricks that closely match some colors, espe-

. .

cially the red and pink shades, making this
modern brick a good option for repairs.

Roman bricks were long and flat com-
pared to standard bricks—less than 2" x 4" x
12", Their lean lines gave buildings a more hori-
zontal feel, making them a favarite of Frank
Lioyd Wright, whose buildings seemed to hug
the ground and blend into their surroundings.
Romans can be seen on many of Wright's
Prairie School houses, including two of the
most famous: Buffalo’s Darwin Martin house
and the Robie house in Chicago. While demand
for Romans has fluctuated through the years, it
seems to be on the rise again. “We're seeing
more Frank Lloyd Wright-type designs, both
commercial and residential,” says Craig
Couillard of I-XL Industries, one of a handful of
remaining manufacturers.

If clinkers, Romans, and tapestries aren’t enough to make
your head spin, another oversized variety, Norman bricks, saw use
for awhile. A thicker version of Romans, Norman bricks measurad
nearly 3" x 4" x 12", In addition to adding another creative compo-
nent to the mix, Normans offered an economic advantage: Large
bricks meant fewer bricks to lay. Several companies make face
bricks in these dimensions today and call them Jumbo Normans.

—Demetra Aposporos

TAPESTRY DRICKWORKS
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brick Colonial Revival home in Norfolk,
Virginia. Scratching their heads in front of
the pile of rubble, they had a clinker of a
dilemma. They knew they would rebuild
but weren't sure if they had enough intact
original bricks to do it with. So Susan
came up with a solution: Make up the
shortfall with modern bricks, color-
matched to the clinkers, and blend the old
with the new.

Susan knew that she could use all new
bricks for the foundation, which was hid-
den by shrubs. For the two most visible
areas of the reconstruction—the front of
the house and one of the corners—she
worked out a ratio that carefully propor-
tioned the old brick to the new. Imparting
this blended-brick vision to their mason
was another story, however. “He didn’t fol-
low our instructions the first time,” says
Susan, “and he had to take it down and
start over.” After that, Mike kept a close eye
on the day’s progress.

When using new bricks to replicate
the look of clinkers, the Burnetts recom-
mend taking an original with you to the
brickyard. Contemporary bricks can

XL INDUSTRIES
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- The textured face of tapestry bricks
~ (left) are visible in this old advertise-
- ment, while a sample of Romans
~ (above) shows off their long, lean
- lines. SRR SRS Y F s
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PAUL ROCHELEAU

match the color and approximate the
shapes of less-distorted types of clinkers.
For example, Lee Brick and Tile Company’s
Pinehurst #610 brick has a uniform raised
texture on its face but is randomly nicked

For a list of

| SUPPLIERS,
| see page 90.

and roughened on the back from the man-
ufacturing machinery to resemble less-
explosive-looking clinkers. Blended with
true clinker bricks and a mortar thats
color-matched to the original, the brick is
an economical alternative to tracking
down reclaimed clinkers, which can be
pricey depending upon the quantity and
the source.

Gavin adds that it's important to
remember that with clinkers, the finished
effect is all in the bricklaying. “You can lay
clinkers in a straight line, and they won't be
that unusual. But if you find a mason who
knows how to set the butt ends and corners
out on various bricks, the effect can be fab-
ulous.” Not a bad trick for a brick that was
once thrown out with the trash. 2

Susan VanHecke is a journalist, author,
and owner of a 1932 clinker brick Colonial
Revival house in Norfolk, Virginia.

(l;

Clinkers’ unique
charm wasn’t
just for bunga-
lows. The bricks
appear in count-
less Colonial
Revival houses
and even some
Tudor houses
(left) to add rustic
appeal.
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Suppliers

Listed below are a number of resources and
suppliers for the old-house restorer. For an in-
depth compilation of companies serving the old-
house market, go to the “Restoration Directory”
on oldhousejournal.com.

Bricks page 72

Clinker

Gavin Historical Bricks
2050 Glendale Road

lowa City, IA 52245
(319) 354-5251
www.historicalbricks.com



