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A Note on How This Book Was
Made (AI Disclosure)

This book was written with the assistance of artificial
intelligence, working from the field experience, methods, and
standards of Travis Nech, a Texas mason with decades of
hands-on brick and masonry work in Dallas-Fort Worth. AI
tools helped draft, organize, and edit the text. The judgments
in it — what fails, why it fails, and what a proper repair looks
like — are the author's own, drawn from real jobs. On any
platform that asks whether this book contains Al-generated
content, the honest answer is yes, and that is the answer we
give.

Introduction: The Smallest
Masonry Structure You Own

A brick mailbox is the smallest masonry structure on your
property and the one everybody sees. It stands at the curb
like a nameplate for the house. It is also, quietly, a complete
masonry structure in miniature: it has a footing, brick
masonry laid in mortar, a steel or masonry door surround, a
cap that must shed water, and — in Texas — it sits in
expansive clay soil that spends the year trying to tip it over.

Because it is small, people treat its problems as small. A lean
is "character." Cracks are "just cosmetic." Then one morning
the door will not close because the box has rotated, or a
whole corner sheds brick after a freeze, or a delivery truck's
mirror finishes what soil movement started — and the
homeowner discovers that the little structure at the curb
costs real money to put right, and that half the people offering
to fix it plan to do it wrong.
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I run a brick repair company in Dallas-Fort Worth, and
mailboxes are steady work for us — knocked down, leaning,
cracked, spalling, and rebuilt. This book is everything we have
learned, written for the owner standing at the curb deciding
what to do: how a brick mailbox is actually built, the full
catalog of what goes wrong and why, the honest line between
repair and rebuild, what each job should involve step by step,
how brick and mortar get matched so a repair disappears, the
postal rules and neighborhood realities you have to respect,
and how to hire the work — or judge a quote — without
getting taken.

Small structure. Real masonry. Let's treat it that way.

Chapter 1: Why Brick Mailboxes
Fail

A brick mailbox fails for one of five reasons, and naming the
right one matters because each has a different fix.

1. The footing is too small, too shallow, or missing. This
is the original sin of mailbox construction. A brick mailbox is
heavy — several hundred pounds of masonry concentrated on
a small footprint. Set on a thin pad poured at grade, or worse,
brick laid nearly on the dirt, it will settle and tilt as the soil
moves. In expansive clay, a shallow footing rides the
shrink-swell cycle: wet season lifts one corner, dry season
drops it, and the structure ratchets a little further out of
plumb every year. Most leaning mailboxes are not failing
brickwork. They are failing foundations in miniature — and
any repair that ignores the footing is redecorating a lean.

2. Water gets in from the top. The cap is the roof of the
structure. A cap that is cracked, flat instead of sloped, or
missing its mortar seal lets rain pour straight into the
masonry core. Water inside brickwork does three kinds of
damage: it softens mortar over time, it rusts any steel it
reaches, and in a freeze it expands and pops brick faces off —
the spalling you see as flaked, crumbling brick surfaces. The
majority of "my bricks are falling apart" mailboxes we inspect
have sound brick and a failed cap.

3. The soil moves and the box rides it. Texas clay again: it
shrinks in drought and swells when wet, and a mailbox at the
curb often sits near a street-side drainage path, a sprinkler
head, or a thirsty tree. One side of the footing stays wetter
than the other, t}lfle ground heaves unevenly, and the box leans
toward the dry side. This is why two identical mailboxes on
the same street lean in different directions — the water story
at each curb is different.
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4. Something hits it. Cars, delivery trucks, trailers, and the
occasional teenager with a bat. Impact damage ranges from a
cracked corner and a bent door to a box knocked clean off its
footing. The telling question with impact is whether the
footing and the core survived — a box can look destroyed and
be structurally fine below the damage, or look merely cracked
and be split through.

5. The metal dies first. The door, its frame, the flag, and the
box insert itself are steel or plastic living outdoors inside a
masonry oven. Rust claims the door frame; the door sags or
will not latch; the insert cracks. Owners often call this "my
mailbox is broken" when the masonry is perfect. Good news:
this is the cheapest failure on the list, and Chapter 5 covers it.

Read your mailbox's Stor% before you price its repair. The
chapters that follow teach you how it is built, then walk the
damage catalog, then the decision.

Chapter 2: Anatomy of a Brick
Mailbox

From the ground up, a properly built brick mailbox has six
parts. Knowing them lets you follow any quote line by line.

The footing. A reinforced concrete footing below grade — in
North Texas, typically at least twelve inches deep and several
inches wider than the masonry on every side, sized for the
soil. This is the part nobody sees and the part that decides
whether the box stands straight in year ten. A mailbox built
without one is a countdown.

The pedestal. Brick laid in running bond (each course offset
half a brick) around a core — either hollow block, poured
concrete, or solid masonry — rising from the footing to the
box height. Corners are interlocked, not butted. The mortar
joints are tooled — slightly compressed and shaped — which
seals the surface and sheds water. Flat-smeared or deeply
raked joints on exterior work invite water in; joints should be
full and tooled concave or weather-struck.

The box insert and its surround. The mail tube itself —
steel or heavy plastic — set into the masonry at the postal
height, with a masonry or stone surround framing the door
opening. The insert must sit level and be supported so its
weight and the door's daily swinging do not work it loose. The
newspaper tube or lower box, where fitted, is part of this
assembly.

The door and flag. The door closes against a frame; its latch
is the daily wear point. The red flag signals outgoing mail.
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Both are replaceable hardware — but the frame is often
mgrtared in, which is why "just a door" sometimes is not just
a door.

The cap. A stone, precast, or brick cap — sloped to shed
water, overhanging the pedestal slightly with a drip edge so
water falls clear of the brick face instead of running down it.
The cap is bedded in full mortar and its joints sealed. This is
the structure's roof and its most common failure point.

The address numbers. Set into the face, mounted on a stone
or plaque, or applied to the door. Small thing — but on a
rebuild, matching the neighborhood style and keeping
numbers legible at street distance is part of doing the job like
you live there, which, in our case, we do.

Overall height and setback are not the builder's whim — the
Postal Service sets standards for curbside boxes, covered in
Chapter 8. A well-built box is a small monument to doing
simp}l)e things in the right order: footing, pedestal, box, cap,
numbers.

Chapter 3: The Damage Catalog

Here is everything we get called about, in the order we
usually find it, with what each one means.

The lean. Put a level on it, or stand back and compare it to
the streetlight poles and the neighbor's box. A lean under
about an inch at the top, stable for years, is often an old box
that settled once and stopped — monitor it. A lean that is
growing, or over two inches, is a footing-and-soil story
(Chapter 1, reasons 1 and 3), and no amount of fresh mortar
will fix it. Look for the companion signs: a gap opening
between the footing and the soil on the high side, soil heaped
against the low side, a door that has started binding in its
frame. The door binding is your early-warning system — the
box is rotating and the square opening is becoming a
diamond.

Cracks. Read them like a map:

e Stair-step cracks through the mortar joints mean
differential movement — one part of the structure moving
relative to another. On a mailbox, usually a footing corner
dropping.

* A vertical crack through brick and joints alike usually
means impact or a freeze split — force, not settlement.

* Hairline cracks in the cap only mean the cap's mortar is
aging; a reseal item, not a structural alarm — if caught
before water gets a season inside.
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* Cracks radiating from the door frame corners mean the
box insert is moving or its surround was never properly
supported.

Spalling and flaking brick. Brick faces popping off in scales
or chunks = water inside the brick froze, expanded, and took
the face with it. Spalling bricks cannot be patched back; they
are replaced. Widespread spalling across the whole box
usually means the cap failed long ago and the whole structure
got wet from the top down — repair the cause first, then
count the brick.

Mortar loss. Joints recessed, sandy, or missing to a depth of
a quarter inch or more mean the mortar has reached its
service life or water has been working the wall. The cure is
repointing — Chapter 5 — and it is the single best money you
can spend on an aging box, because sound joints are the
wall's raincoat.

Door, latch, and insert problems. Door will not stay closed,
sags, is rusted through at the hinge; flag missing or bent;
insert cracked or the carrier has left a note about the box.
Sometimes hardware. Sometimes the first symptom of the
lean. Check plumb before you blame the door.

The strike. Fresh impact has a signature: bright, clean
fracture faces, debris in the street, damage concentrated on
one corner or one side. Photograph everything before anyone
touches it — your insurance company and, if it comes to it,
the other driver's will both want the before pictures. Then
make it safe: a struck box can be a pile of loose brick
balanced on a footing.

Water stains and white crust. Dark streaking below the cap
means water runs down the face (no drip edge, failed cap
joint). White powdery crust — efflorescence — means water is
moving through the masonry and leaving salts behind. Both
are water telling you its route. Follow it to the entry point;
that is your repair.

Chapter 4: Repair or Rebuild? The
Honest Decision

The decision turns on two things: the footing and the core.

Repair is right when: the footing is sound and the box is
plumb (or its small lean is old and stable), the core masonry is
intact, and the damage is in the repairable list — mortar
joints, the cap, individual spalled or cracked brick, the door
and hardware, localized impact damage above a sound base.
Most mailboxes we are called about live here, which is good
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news: honest repairs are a fraction of rebuild money.

Rebuild is right when: the lean is pronounced or growing
(the footing has failed or never existed), the structure is split
through the core, impact has destroyed the pedestal, spalling
and mortar loss are so widespread that the remaining sound
material is the exception, or the box was built so far out of
postal spec or so far into the street's swing path that it will
keep getting hit. A rebuild is also the honest answer when the
repair quote starts approaching rebuild money — you should
hear that sentence from your contractor before you have to
say it yourself.

The middle path — reset and rebuild the top: sometimes
the footing is sound but the pedestal above it is shot, or the
box was knocked off a good footing. Then the right job is:
demo to the footing, verify the footing, rebuild the pedestal on
it. Cheaper than a full rebuild, honest in a way "patch it" is
not.

What nobody should sell you: shimming a leaning box with
gravel and fresh soil and calling it straightened (it will re-lean
on the same footing that failed); re-mortaring cracks on a
moving structure without addressing the footing (the crack is
the messenger, not the problem); or a "rebuild" that quietly
reuses a failed footing because digging is the hard part. And a
note on straightening: a mailbox that has leaned as a unit on
an undersized footing cannot be jacked back and trusted —
the footing is the failure. Rebuild the base, then the box
stangs straight because it finally has something straight to
stand on.

One more decision factor owners forget: the match. If your
box is part of a matched neighborhood set — same brick,
same cap, same numbers style — a repair that preserves the
original brick has value a rebuild has to work to equal,
because brick lines get discontinued and a 20-year-old brick
may not be buyable at any price. Chapter 7 covers matching;
just know it can tip a close call toward careful repair.

Chapter 5: The Repair Playbook

Six repairs cover nearly every sound-box problem. Here is
what each one properly involves.

1. Repointing. The failed mortar is raked or ground out to a
depth of about twice the joint's width — no less — the dust
washed out, and new mortar, matched to the original in
strength and color, is packed in layers and tooled to match
the existing profile. The non-negotiables: mortar must never
be harder than the brick around it (hard modern mortar
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against softer brick forces freeze damage into the brick faces
— the joint is meant to be the sacrificial layer), and a surface

smear over old mortar is not repointing — it is frosting, and it
will peel within a season or two.

2. Cap reseal and repair. Cracked cap joints are raked and
resealed; a cracked cap stone is replaced or, where the stone
is sound but its bedding failed, lifted, rebedded in full mortar,
and resealed. The finished cap must slope, overhang, and drip
clear of the face. If the design has no drip edge, cutting one
into the cap's underside is a small touch that ends
face-streaking for good.

3. Brick replacement. Spalled or split bricks come out —
individually, without wrecking their neighbors — and
matching brick go in, bedded and jointed to match. On a
mailbox face, two or three replaced bricks are invisible when
the match is right and glaring when it is wrong; Chapter 7 is
the difference.

4. Door, frame, and hardware. A rusted or bent door is
replaced; where the frame is mortared in, the surrounding
joints are cut carefully and repointed after. Hinges and
latches are the wear points — stainless or galvanized
hardware buys years. A sagging door gets diagnosed before it
gets replaced: if the frame is square and the box is plumb, it
is hardware; if not, it is Chapter 4's conversation.

5. Localized impact repair. Broken units at a corner come
out back to sound, interlocked masonry — the new work must
key into the old at the corners, not stack in a straight vertical
seam, which is a crack waiting for its moment. If the impact
reached the insert or frame, they are reset or replaced as part
of the same job.

6. Efflorescence and stain cleanup. Mild efflorescence
brushes off dry and usually stops once the water route is
fixed. The sequence matters: fix the water first, clean second,
or you will be cleaning forever.

Every repair above ends the same way: joints tooled, faces
washed down, debris gone, and the site left cleaner than a
curb has any right to be. That is not vanity. It is how you can
tell the crew cared about the invisible parts too.

Chapter 6: The Rebuild Playbook
— Footing to Capstone

When the decision is rebuild, here is the full sequence, so you
can follow a quote — or a crew — step by step.
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Step 1 — Demo and salvage. The old structure comes down.
If the brick was special — an old neighborhood match —
sound bricks are cleaned and set aside to blend into the new
face. The old footing comes out if it failed; a verified-sound
footing may stay (see Chapter 4's middle path), and your
contractor should show you why it qualifies.

Step 2 — The footing. Excavated to firm soil below the soft
surface layer — in our clay country, plan on at least twelve
inches deep — sized several inches wider than the pedestal on
all sides, with steel reinforcement, poured in one go and
leveled. This unglamorous gray square is the entire reason
the new box will be plumb when your kids are grown. If a
quote's footing line reads "concrete pad," ask the depth. The
answer tells you the job.

Step 3 — Placement check before masonry. Confirm the
setback and height against postal standards (Chapter 8) now,
while it costs nothing. A box rebuilt six inches too close to the
curb is a box that meets another mirror.

Step 4 — The pedestal. Brick laid in running bond around a
solid core, corners interlocked, every joint full, courses
checked for level and plumb as they rise. Mortar mixed for
exterior masonry — never bagged "patch" products — and
matched to the house brick's mortar color where the box
should read as part of the property.

Step 5 — The insert and surround. The mail tube set level
at postal height, supported independently so the masonry
carries no surprises, surround framed square — because the
door's life depends on that square. Newspaper tube if fitted.
Flag mounted.

Step 6 — The cap. Stone or precast cap, sloped, overhanging
with a drip edge, fully bedded, joints sealed. The cap is not
decoration that happens to be on top; it is the roof. Treat its
line in the quote accordingly.

Step 7 — Numbers and finish. Address numbers mounted
legibly from the street, joints tooled, faces cleaned, the grade
around the footing restored so water sheds away from the
base, and sod or bed material put back. Then the final
photograph — a good crew takes one, because a straight,
matched, clean mailbox is an advertisement that never stops
running.

Timeline reality: a quality rebuild is commonly two visits —
footing and pedestal, then cap and finish after initial cure —
or a long single day plus a return for cleanup and numbers. A
crew promising a full rebuild, footing and all, in a couple of
hours is pouring your footing at grade and skipping the cure,
and Chapter 1 already told you how that story ends.
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Chapter 7: Matching Brick and
Mortar So the Repair Disappears

The whole game in visible masonry repair is the match. A
structurally perfect repair in the wrong color is a scar the
street reads every day. Here is how professionals approach it.

The brick. Start with what comes out: a spalled brick in
hand, carried to the brick yard, beats any photo. Brick is
identified by size (modular vs. queen vs. king — measure,
don't guess), color range (brick is a range, not a color — every
run varies, and a good match picks from the range), texture
(smooth, wire-cut, tumbled), and age character. Discontinued
lines are matched from reclaimed stock or by blending the
closest current brick with units salvaged from the structure's
least visible face — an old mason's trick: steal from the back
1:0 fli{x the front, and put the closest new brick where nobody
ooks.

The mortar. Mortar color is set by its sand more than its
cement — the same mix with a different sand is a different
color on the wall. A proper match is made by test panels:
small batches with adjusted sand and pigment, allowed to dry
fully (wet mortar lies about its color by several shades), and
compared against the existing joints in daylight. Strength
matters as much as color: the new mortar must be no harder
than what it joins and no harder than the brick — on older,
softer brick, that means a softer, higher-lime mix, and a
contractor who only carries one hard mix in the truck is a
hazard to old masonry.

The joint profile. Match the tooling — concave,

weather-struck, flush — and the joint width. A perfectly

color-matched joint tooled to a different profile still reads

\év%)ng, because joints are shadow lines and the shadow is
ifferent.

The blend. New work gets distributed — units feathered
across the repair area rather than placed in one obvious
block, and the finished wall washed so the new joints and the
old read as one wall after a season of weather. Set
expectations honestly: a match that is 95 percent on day one
is usually invisible by the end of the first year, as dust and
weather marry the surfaces. Anybody promising a
showroom-perfect match on an aged wall on day one is selling
something.

For the homeowner, the practical takeaway: give your mason

a loose brick if you have one, point at the exact joints you
want matched, and ask to see the dried test panel before the
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wall gets pointed. Good masons welcome it. It is their craft on
display.

Chapter 8: The Rules — Postal
Standards, Streets, and
Neighborhoods

A brick mailbox lives in three jurisdictions at once: the Postal
Service's, the city's, and your neighborhood's. A rebuild that
ignores any of them can cost you a second rebuild.

Postal standards. USPS sets standards for curbside
mailboxes: the box must be an approved design, installed so
the carrier can serve it from the vehicle without leaving the
seat. The standing guidance places the bottom of the box (or
the mail entry) roughly 41 to 45 inches above the road
surface, set back so the door front sits about 6 to 8 inches
behind the curb face or road edge. Approach and departure
must be clear. Treat these numbers as the design targets —
and confirm with your local post office before a rebuild sets
them in stone, because local practice and street layout vary,
and the carrier who serves your route is the final inspector. A
masonry surround must not obstruct the door's full swing or
the carrier's reach.

Safety and the street. A mailbox is a fixed obf'ect in the
roadside environment. Use common sense in placement: the
postal setback exists partly so the box is out of the traffic
path; do not build it closer for convenience. Some
jurisdictions restrict massive masonry structures in the
right-of-way; a standard residential brick mailbox on the
established line, replacing like for like, is routine in our area
— but a first-time masonry build on a new lot should get a
quick call to the city before the footing is dug.

HOA and neighborhood rules. Many neighborhoods govern
mailbox design — the matched streetscape is often the point:
same brick family, same cap style, same number plaque. If
you have an HOA, get the standard or approval before the
demo, especially for anything that changes the look. If your
street has a uniform builder-installed design, the documents
u}?uaclily live with the HOA or a neighbor who has already done
this dance.

After a strike. If a vehicle knocks your box down, you
generally have a claim against the driver's insurance for the
full cost of like-kind replacement. Photograph before cleanup,
save the quote and invoice, and get the police report number
where one was filed. Your mason's paperwork — a written
quote describing the structure like-kind — is your claim's
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backbone.

None of this is red tape for its own sake. The box belongs to
ﬁou; the mail slot belongs to a federal routine; the curb

elongs to the city; the look belongs partly to the street. A
good rebuild respects all four, once, and stands there
unbothered for decades.

Chapter 9: What It Costs and
What Moves the Number

Mailbox work is small-job work, and small jobs carry the fixed
costs of any job — a crew, a truck, materials, disposal —
spread over a small structure. Prices vary by market and
season; use the factors below to read a quote, and treat any
printed figure, here included, as orientation rather than a
promise.

What you are paying for, by job type:

* Hardware and door work is the entry tier — the cheapest
call in this book, priced mostly as labor plus parts —
provided the masonry behind it is sound.

* Repointing and cap work is mid-tier handwork: a day or
less of a mason's time, priced by the size of the box and the
depth of joint failure. It is also the highest-value money in
mailbox ownership (Chapter 3: joints are the raincoat; the
cap is the roof).

¢ Partial repairs — brick replacement, a corner rebuild,
insert reset — price by the units involved and the matching
effort. A discontinued brick that takes a yard run to match
costs more than the masonry does.

* Full rebuilds carry the footing, full masonry, insert, cap,
and finish. The footing and the matching are where the
spread between quotes usually lives: the cheap quote pours
a pad, the right quote digs a footing; the cheap quote grabs
any red brick, the right quote matches yours.

The three quote questions that expose everything: "How
deep is the footing?" — "Where does the brick come from, and
can I see a sample against my box?" — "Is the cap stone or
precast, and is it in this number?" A contractor who answers
all three crisply is pricing your job. One who waves at them is
pricing his morning.

And the standing warning of every book in this series: the low
bid on masonry is usually a bid on doing less — less depth,
less match, less cure. On a structure you will look at every
day, at the curb, for twenty years, less is the most expensive
thing you can buy.
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Chapter 10: Hiring a Mason —
and Protecting Yourself

Finding the right hands. Brick mailboxes are specialist
work hiding in plain sight: too small for big firms to chase, too
structural for handymen to fake for long. The right hire is a
masonry or brick-repair company that does mailboxes as a
stated line of work — ask how many they have repaired and
rebuilt, and ask to see photos of mailboxes, not just walls. A
company that repairs brick daily already owns the matching
skills in Chapter 7; the mailbox is their craft at curb scale.

The quote should state: scope (repair items or rebuild,
named), footing depth if rebuilding, brick source/match
method, mortar match method, cap type, insert/door
inclusion, haul-off of debris, and the timeline. Anything not in
the quote is not in the job — get changes in writing before
they happen, not after.

Red flags: a "straightening" promise on a failed footing; a
rebuild quote with no footing line; mortar described as "the
strong stuff" for old soft brick; a full rebuild promised in a
couple of hours; cash-only with no paperwork (your insurance
claim in Chapter 8 needs that paperwork); and any bid given
\A}flithk())ut the bidder walking to the curb and laying a level on
the box.

While the work runs: you should see the footing hole before
it is poured — it is your one chance to verify the depth you
paid for; the brick sample against your house before it is laid;
and dried test mortar if matching matters. None of this makes
you difficult. It makes you the customer every good mason
prefers: one who can see the difference.

After the job: keep the invoice and a photo set with your
house papers. If a strike or a sale ever raises the question
"what is that box and what did it cost," you will have the
answer, and the next owner inherits a structure with a
documented footing instead of a mystery at the curb.

Appendix: The Ten-Minute
Mailbox Check (Twice a Year)

Each spring and fall:

* Lay a level on the side of the pedestal — note the lean, or
the lack of it, in your phone with the date.
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* Test the door: full swing, clean latch. A new bind is
movement talking.

* Read the cap: cracks, open joints, rocking. Reseal beats
rebuild by years.

* Run a screwdriver lightly across the joints: powdering or
recessed joints go on the repoint list before they reach a
quarter inch.

* Check for new cracks — photograph with a coin for scale;
compare next season.

* Confirm the numbers are legible from a slow-moving car,
and the flag works.

e Clear soil and mulch away from the base; the footing line
should breathe, not bury.

* Glance at the sprinkler pattern: a head soaking the box
daily is a slow leak against your own wall.

Ten minutes, twice a year, and your mailbox will never
surprise you. It is the smallest structure you own — and with
a footing under it and a cap over it, one of the longest-lived.

The Brick Mailbox Repair Guide — Travis Nech, Champion
Brick Repair. Draft manuscript, October 2026. Al-assisted
writing; see the disclosure at the front of this book.
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