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Figure 1 shows a  12-inch wall with the face brick bonded to the common brick by what is known as a  diagonal, or 
herringbone, bond. At a  is shown the front brick cut a t the angles; a t b, the bonding brick la id diagonally; a t c , the 
different-shaped bats la id to form the closers of the bond brick; and a t d, the inside course of stretchers. It is customary to lay 
an inside course of headers immedia tely over the course shown in Figure 5. 

BACKGROUND
Older masonry walls with the appearanc e of a running bond (no header c ourses 
visib le) may have been built using c onc ealed headers a lso known as diagonal, b lind, 
or herringbone headers, to c reate a c onnec tion between the fac e bric k and the 
c ommon bric k behind it. Popular around the turn of the 19th c entury, usually in low-rise 
residentia l masonry c onstruc tion, these historic  walls typic ally do not utilize wire ties.

WHAT IS A DIAGONAL HEADER?

The 1899 New York Build ing  Code req uires 
tha t "where walls are faced with brick in 
running bond, every sixth course sha ll be 
bonded into the backing by cutting the 
corners of the face brick, and putting in 
diagonal headers behind (Fig. 1), or by 
splitting the face brick in ha lf and backing 
the same with a  continuous row of headers." 

This historic  c onstruc tion fea tures a  solid , 
multi-wythe masonry wa ll in a  c ontinuous 
running bond  pa ttern throughout the 
faç ade (Fig. 2), unbroken by header b ric k 
c ourse  (Fig. 3). Diagona l headers c annot be 
found  in any other type of wa lls, for 
examp le, c avity wa lls.

Figures 2 & 3 show running bond brick wall front and 
cross-section view. Brick units insta lled a t an angle with 
the corner of the units in the face brick clipped off to 
accommodate the diagonal unit.

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3

FIGURE 1



An example of a  wa ll type where there a re no d iagona l headers is a  wa ll c onstruc ted  in a  
c ommon bond  (Fig. 4 & 5). It fea tures a  c ourse of headers inserted  every five to six rows, 
ind ic a ting  tha t the exterior wythe is tied  bac k to the bac kup  wa ll with header b ric ks (b ric ks 
la id  with their end  fac ing out). 
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WHAT SHOULD YOU KNOW?

Diagona l or b lind  headers a re usua lly found  in New York City rowhouses and  low-rise 
multip le dwellings. With d iagona l or b lind  headers, the fac e wythe is bonded  to the 
struc tura l bac kup  wa ll through a  sma ll triangula r sec tion set in morta r. Over time, these 
c onnec tions often deteriora ted , lead ing to the fac e b ric k delamina ting  from the struc tura l 
bac kup  wa ll (Fig . 6 - 9). Conseq uently, the fac e wythe separa tes, deflec ts, and  bulges 
outward , potentia lly lead ing to pa rtia l or full c ollapse as the c onnec tions between wythes 
fa il. 

FIGURE 7FIGURE 6

Figures 6 & 7 show bowing of a  historic façade wall on typica l New York City row houses. Voids are visible in the backup wythes 
and behind the face brick.



WHAT SHOULD YOU DO?

Masonry wa lls c rac ked , delamina ted , and  out-of-p lumb c an lead  to unsa fe c ond itions 
and  result in c a tastrophic  events. It is important to have a  Reg istered  Design Professiona l 
inspec t the build ing  faç ade and  a rrange for repa ir immed ia tely under a  permit from the 
New York City Department of Build ings if any of the following is observed :

- loose b ric ks and  other faç ade parts

- gap  appears between the bac kup  wa ll and  faç ade wa ll a t windows

- b ric k wa ll c rac ks, and  bulges outward  with visib le deflec tion

- if out-of-p lane movement is oc c urring

- if you suspec t tha t the fac e b ric k was insta lled  without p roper anc horage/ tie

If any of these c onditions are d isc overed please insta ll public  protec tion immediately and 
repair the unsafe c ondition under permit. 

VISIT US:  nyc.gov/ buildings              CONTACT US:  nyc.gov/ dobhelp

WHAT HAPPENED IN THE FIVE BOROUGHS?

The use of d iagona l headers in historic a l c onstruc tion has bec ome a  persistent issue, 
p rimarily stemming from the effec ts of ag ing. The c ollapse of fac e b ric ks c an jeopard ize 
pub lic  sa fety. When the fac e b ric k c ollapses, it poses a  potentia l hazard  by c rea ting  fa lling  
debris, whic h c an lead  to injuries or dea th. Throughout the years, the DOB has responded  
to numerous instanc es of d iagona l b ric k header fa ilures, working d iligently with 
homeowners and  their eng ineers to stab ilize and / or restore the masonry wa ll c apac ity 
through p roper remed ia tion, a iming to p revent further risks.

Figures 8 & 9 show exterior façade brick bulged outward.
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