
A look at terms used in 

home inspection reports 

The Word 

ONCE AGAIN, THE WORD invites you 

to travel into the dark realm of subjects 

that arc sometimes misunderstood by 

home inspectors. The Word hopes you 

will find this trip informative and maybe 

a little entertaining. 

This month we continue our discussion 

of "SIding ABCs." The Word finds this 

topic interesting because we are required 

to describe the type of exterior wall cover-

ing and inspect it as well. It helps to know 

a little about some of the many different 

types of siding we might encounter. This 

month we devote the column to one wall 

covering, brick veneer. 

B is for Brick Veneer 

Bricks have been around since people 

started building permanent structures. 

Brick veneer remains one of the most 

popular wall coverings in many markets, 

especially in higher end homes. Most of 

what we discuss here also applies to natural 

stone. Both brick veneer and natural stone 

veneer are called anchored veneer because 

they are anchored to the structure using 

strips of metal or wires called wall ties. 

This anchoring helps stop the veneer 

from bulging out and rotating away 

from the structure. 

It's important to distinguish brick veneer 

from structural brick. Brick veneer is a wall 

covering. It is not a load-bearing compo-

nent; in fact, it imposes a load on the struc-

ture. This distinction is important for your 

wall covering description. Do not describe 

brick veneer as brick. This description could 

be misinterpreted as structural brick. 

Bricks used as veneer (face bricks) are 

available in many sizes. The most common 

size in the United States is the modular 

brick which is 3 1/2" deep by 7 5/8" long by 

2 1/4" tall. You may also see larger queen 

and king sizes, but these are uncommon 

in residential construction as are the 

numerous other brick sizes. 

Bricks are a good wall covering material. 

They are impervious to most types of dete-

rioration and damage. Their one weakness 

is water. Bricks are hydroscopic, meaning 

they absorb water. Most of the time, the 

water evaporates without causing prob-

lems. There are two situations where water 

in bricks causes problems. One situation 

occurs when the water freezes or remains 

long enough to cause the bricks to deterio-

rate. Outer layers of the bricks break loose, 

a process called spalling. The other situation 

occurs when the sun heats water in bricks 

to the point of evaporation. The water vapor 

can be driven into the wall cavity where, 

under the right conditions (air condition-

ing), it condenses into liquid, damages 

wood framing and provides the moisture 

fungi need to grow. 

Brick veneer requires little, if any, mainte-

nance. Once cleaned after installation, it 

is usually best to leave bricks alone. This 

is especially true for bricks that receive 

a thin coat of material that provides the 

color. Aggressive pressure washing and use 

of acid-based brick cleaning solutions will 

remove the color layer and result in a 

cosmetically displeasing appearance. 

M Is for Mortar 

Bricks are bonded to each other using 

mortar. The standard mortar joint size is 

3/s" Masons will occasionally attempt to 

compensate for dimensions that don't wort 

out to the size of bricks they're using by 

varying the mortar joint size. This is acce 

able so long as the joint size does not vat 

too much from Sib" 

Mortar joints are usually tooled, a pro 

that removes some of the mortar Prot 

the joint. The best joints are the corn 

(an inward partial circle shape) and 

joint. These joints allow water to Ac 

the joint while still providing a dec 

appearance. Any mortar joint tha-

shelf for water to collect on the lo 

(raked and struck joints) is a pote 

water problem and should be red 

See Illustration 1. 
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IllustratIon 2 

Mortar can deteriorate, too, usually because 

of water exposure. Scraping out and 

replacing the deteriorated mortar is called 

repointing. Repointing is a labor-intensive 

and costly process when large areas need 

work, so look for signs of mortar deteriora-

tion such as absent mortar. Chimneys 

are especially prone to mortar and brick 

deterioration. 

Speaking of chimneys, mortar that is 

exposed to sulfur and water can expand 

and cause the chimney to curve. This phe-

nomenon is called sulfation and is most 

likely to occur in old unlined chimneys that 

have been used as a vent for oil-fired appli-

ances. Sulfation can occur in other brick 

structures that are exposed to frequent wet-

ting and can be a reason for cracking and 

distortion of bricks and mortar. Sulfation 

is not common in residential structures, so 

don't chink of it first when looking at brick 

veneer and brick chimneys. 

L is for Lingo 

like most occupations, brick masons have 

their own lingo that is helpful to know 

when you are describing deficiencies. Each 

horizontal row of bricks and mortar is a 

course. Bricks are laid in one of many pat-

terns called a bond, the most common 

being the running bond where each vertical 

joint is offset one half of the brick's length. 

A wythe (also spelled withe) is a vertical 

wall of bricks one brick thick. Brick veneer 

is almost always one wythe thick. At 

least one wythe should separate flues in 

a chimney. 

Bricks are installed with different sides 

exposed and in different orientations. 

Illustration 3 

Bricks are usually installed with their long 

side horizontal. Bricks in this orientation 

are called stretchers. Bricks installed with 

their long side vertical are soldiers (narrow 

side out) or sailors (wide side out). Soldiers 

and sailors are often used above windows 

and doors for decoration. If the short side 

is horizontal and faces out, it's a header. 

Bricks set at a downward slope under win-

dows and other openings are called a row-

lock. See Illustration 2. Bricks at corners are 

sometimes offset an inch or so out from the 

vertical plane to create a decorative effect 

called a quoin (pronounced coin). 

Corbelling is when bricks are offset in the 

vertical plane. Corbelling is common when 

increasing or decreasing the width of a 

chimney. Corbelled courses should use solid 

bricks, not bricks with holes. Sometimes 

you'll see a thin coat of mortar to hide the 

holes where the bricks are corbelled. See 

Illustration 3, 

S is for Support 

Bricks are heavy, so brick veneer needs good 

support. Brick veneer is usually supported 

on the foundation. If not supported directly 

on the footings, the bricks are usually sup-

ported on a ledge built into the foundation 

wall called a brick ledge. Brick veneer that 

is not supported by the foundation should 

be supported by a piece of angle iron called 

a lintel. Lintels should be installed above 

openings such as windows, doors and fire-

places. Lintels should also be installed when 

brick veneer is supported by framing. 

At least 4 inches of each lintel above open-

ings should be supported by the bricks on 

each side of the opening. The lintel should 

be painted. Rusted lintels can expand 

enough to cause cracks in the mortar. You 

should report rusted lintels even if they 

haven't caused cracking yet. 

Lintels over openings often support a signifi-

cant load, so they must be large enough to 

support the imposed load. Determining if a 

lintel is the correct size is out of scope for a 

home inspection. Besides, we can't usually 

see the lintel's vertical section, so there's no 

way for us to know the lintel's size. We can, 

however, look to see if the lintel is sagging. If 

it is, that's a significant reportable deficiency. 

Brick veneer may be supported by framing, 

but not directly on framing. The bricks must 

be supported on a lintel. The lintel usually is 

not visible during the inspection because it is 

(or should be) concealed by flashing. There 

is one thing you should be able to see when 

brick support transitions from framing to 

foundation: the movement joint. 

A movement joint should be installed any-

where bricks are supported by different com-

ponents because the components may move 

at different rates or directions. A movement 

joint should be filled with a material like 

caulk that is more flexible than mortar. 

Movement joints are frequently omitted, 

so watch for them. See Illustration 4 

(next page). 

F is for Flashing 

Flashing brick veneer correctly is difficult, 

so it frequently isn't. Brick veneer, like most 

wall coverings, is water-shedding, but it is 

not a water barrier. Water will get behind 

the brick veneer, so the flashing system 

should be installed to drain water out from 
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Illustration 4 

behind the brick veneer. Flashing, 

water-resistant barriers and weep holes 

are the components of correctly flashed 

brick veneer. 
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Flashing and weep holes should be installed 

above and below windows, above doors, 

below the first brick course above finished 

grade and at each floor level. The flashing 

should extend to the brick veneer surface. 

Weep holes should be at least 3/16 inch in 

diameter and should be spaced at least every 

32 inches. See Illustration 5. Flashing as 

described here is unusual in older construc-

tion; heck, it's unusual in some newer con-

struction. Whether you report lack of weep 

holes as a deficiency is a judgment call. The 

risks of not having weep holes certainly 

deserve mention for older structures. The 

Word reports this as a deficiency for 

newer construction. 

Sidewall flashing should be step base and 

counter-flashing. The ideal counter-flashing 

would be embedded in the mortar. The 

counter-flashing may also be installed in a 

groove cut into the mortar and sealed with 

caulk or roofing cement. Kick-out flashing 

should be installed where a sidewall extends 

past a roof. 

C is for Cracks 

1)ont you hate finding cracks in brick 

veneer Sometimes it's hard to know how to 

report them. These are obvious brick veneer 

deficiencies that are easy to report: 

1. cracks at the corners of windows and 

doors may be caused by a rusted lintel; 

2. cracks that increase in width as they run 

up the veneer are often caused by uneven 

settlement; 

3. cracks at long lintels over wide openings 

such as garage doors may be caused by 

lintel sagging; 

4. bulges and rotation away from the 

framing may be caused by improper 

wall tie installation and by loads 

imposed from above (such as framing); 

5. cracks that run through bricks, not just 

the mortar, often indicate significant 

movement. 

Cracks near the corners of long brick veneer 

walls may be caused by expansion of the 

bricks and may indicate lack of an expan-

sion (movement) joint. We discussed move-

ment joints earlier when we discussed brick 

veneer supported by different components 

(framing and foundation). Vertical expan-

sion joints should also be installed about 

every 20 feet to account for expansion of 

brick veneer; however, The Word does 

not recall seeing one and doubts if they 

are common. 

Those small cracks in the mortar are the 

scary ones. Whether they are long horizon-

tal cracks or stair step cracks, it's hard to 

know what to recommend. You should cer-

tainly report their presence. Monitoring is 

often the appropriate recommendation for 

hairline cracks that are only in the mortar. 

Evaluation may be appropriate if the crack 

is wide enough to insert a dime. 

Reporting cracks in brick veneer boils down 

to experience in your local market. What is 

appropriate in North Carolina may not be 

appropriate in California. Newer inspectors 

should ask more experienced inspectors for 

advice. Chapter meetings are an excellent 

place for this. 

The Bottom Line 

Brick homes have a special place in our 

culture, even if it's just brick veneer. After 

all, how many building materials are 

featured in a children's story' Part of our 

jobs as inspectors is to make sure that the 

little pig installed the bricks and flashing 

correctly so that the big bad wolf (or a 

hurricane) won't blow the house down. 

Memo to Hestia (goddess of the home and 

hearth): The Word does not reside on Mt. 

Olympus (just at its base) and welcomes 

other viewpoints. Send your lightning bolts 

or emails to Bruce@DreamHomeConsul-

tants.com . The thoughts contained herein 

are those of The Word; they are not ASHI 

standards or policies. • 

I
Bruce Barker operates Dream Home 

Consultants, He has been building 

and inspecting homes since 1987. 

He is the author of 'Everybody's 

Building Code" and currently serves 

as chair of the ASH! Standards Committee. 

To read more of Barker's articles, go to 

www.dreamhomsconsultants.com . 
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