
	We all have hobbies, and my wife and I are no exception. I love rocks. I collect them in my backyard. My wife also has a collection going. Hers is in the walk-in closet of the master bedroom. Needless to say, her clothing collection is much more expensive than my rock collection, and also more refined. I guess that is one reason I love her so.

Speaking of refined, in the rock family, marble and granite are the more refined brothers of slate – one of my favorite rocks. Slate is the rowdy member of the clan, rough around the edges and lacking the tight tolerances and refined appearance of these other stones. Known for its earthy, subtle color and texture variations, slate has a distinctive, dramatic appearance that makes it a popular material for flooring, walls, accents and even building exteriors. Before selecting slate for a particular purpose, however, it’s very important to understand its variations and challenges in order to ensure that the finished installation will hold up well and achieve the desired effect. 

Manufactured by hand
First, it’s important to understand how slate is manufactured. While marble and granite are machine cut, honed and polished in an automated process with state-of-the-art machinery, slate is produced largely by hand, with a very labor-intensive process. Instead of coming out of the quarry in blocks like other stone, slate is usually split from the mountain in large, thick sheets, carted down to the factory and cut to dimensional size on primitive wet saws. These thick pieces are hand-split with a chisel, which creates a cleft surface. Then they are usually gauged, meaning the slate is ground flat on one side while the top surface remains cleft, and the pieces are of uniform thickness. Ungauged slate remains cleft on both sides and thicknesses vary widely. Typical slate dimensions are anywhere from 12x12 to 36x36. Slabs, which are so common for marble and granite, are relatively rare although, because some varieties of slate are fine-grained, less porous and impervious to heat, interior designers and homeowners are beginning to use it as fabricated slabs for kitchen counters.

Some types of slate contain high levels of iron. While this element adds to slate’s unique coloring, it can bleed and cause discoloration to grout and surrounding concrete when exposed to moisture.
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Things to consider when specifying slate
There can be a dark side to slate’s natural beauty, and several qualities must be considered and accounted for when specifying slate. The first is a matter of aesthetics. A few types of slate contain iron, which will bleed when moisture passes through the stone, discoloring grout, adjoining walls or floors and surrounding concrete. Occasionally, this effect is intended by the designer or architect, but usually it is simply a mess that must be cleaned up. To avoid this situation, it is best to either test the slate in advance or work with a trusted and reputable slate dealer who can identify and avoid slate with high levels of iron.

Two other concerns about slate have potentially serious safety implications. Some types of slate have a very rough, uneven cleft side that can be a tripping hazard if it is used for a flooring installation. Some varieties, especially those from Brazil, have much smoother clefting and are a better choice for floors.

Slate with lines, grooves or cracks is likely to peel and spall, as shown here, especially when used outside and subjected to freeze/thaw conditions.
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Slate can vary widely in terms of density and hardness. Some types are extremely soft, and clefting can peel and flake easily with just a fingernail. When pieces of the stone break off, it is called spalling. Slate with lines, grooves or cracks down the side is likely to spall. This can cause serious problems, especially if it is used on the exterior of a structure, where freeze/thaw conditions cause expansion and contraction and pieces may break and fall off the building, possibly causing injury. To help avoid spalling, look for slate with a continuous edge, as with marble or granite, and apply a penetrating sealer formulated specifically for slate as soon as the installation is complete. 

Setting gauged and ungauged slate
Gauged slate can range in thickness from about 3/8-inch to 7/16-inch and a medium-bed mortar is recommended for setting. Since it will not shrink or sag, a medium–bed mortar (up to 3/4-inch after beat in) will even out the minor variances in thickness, and ensure an even, level finished surface. For ungauged slate, it is best to use the ANSI A108.1A method for wet-setting ceramic tile (a mortar bed plus thin-set). Since ungauged slate can vary widely in thickness, from 1/8-inch to 3/4-inch, this method allows adjustments for irregular thicknesses and creates a more uniform finished surface.

Prized for its earthy tones and uneven texture, slate can work well for both exterior and interior installations.
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Many people think that flagstone is actually a variety of stone, when in fact, flagstone refers to the irregular shape of a stone. A large percentage of flagstone is actually slate, cut into irregular shapes that are popular on patios and exterior walkways. Traditionally, slate flagstone was set using the ANSI A108.1A method because the stone was ungauged and could be 1/4-inch to 1/2-inch in thickness. More and more frequently now, gauged flagstone is available and can be set with a medium-bed mortar.

Because of the natural clefts and different porosities of slate, use a pre-grout sealer to prevent setting material, wash water and grout from building up and hazing the surface of the stone during installation. As with all natural stone, a penetrating sealer (use one formulated specifically for slate) should be applied to help protect against efflorescence, staining and spalling. Regular care with a neutral pH balanced, non-acidic slate cleaner will help maintain slate’s rugged beauty for a lifetime.

Slate can compliment and enhance a wide variety of architectural styles.
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So, my wife and I continue to grow our respective collections. Hers seems to grow faster, though, since there’s always room in the closet for one more pair of shoes, but my rocks take up too much space…
––––––––––
Dale Roberts, CDT, CTC, CSI, is an architectural consultant for Custom Building Products and a licensed California contractor (C-54). He has worked in the tile and stone industry for 26 years, and has a lifelong passion for rocks and stone. He lives in Southern California with his wife Cindy and her extensive collection of clothes and accessories.
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