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Chapter 1: Leaning Brick Wall Repair Starts 

With Reading the Lean

There's a brick wall somewhere in your yard that's starting to 

tilt. Maybe it's the garden wall along the front walk. Maybe 

it's the brick fence between you and the neighbor. Maybe it's 

the landscape wall holding back the flower bed. And you're 

standing there looking at it, wondering if it's going to fall on 

somebody, how much it's going to cost, and whether it can 

just be pushed back up.

Fifty years in Texas masonry has taught me this: a leaning 

brick wall is never a mystery. It's always telling you exactly 

what's wrong with it — you just have to know how to read it. 

The lean has a direction, a shape, and a speed. Those three 

things tell you the cause. And the cause tells you the fix.

Here's what most homeowners don't realize. A freestanding 

brick wall — a garden wall, a fence wall, a landscape wall — 

stands up for only three reasons: it has a footing deep enough 

and wide enough to hold it, the ground around it drains so 

water isn't pushing it, and nothing is growing under it that's 

big enough to lift it.  When a wall leans, one of those three 



things  failed.  Footing,  drainage,  or  roots.  Every  time.  And 

most  leaning  brick  wall  repair  calls  I  get  start  with  the 

homeowner worried about the brick,  when the problem is 

underneath it.

And  here's  the  part  that  costs  people  money:  only  one  of 

those  three  causes  is  fixed  by  restacking  the  brick.  If  the 

footing is the problem and you rebuild the wall on the same 

bad footing, you just bought yourself the same leaning wall, 

twice. If drainage is pushing the wall over and you rebuild 

without fixing the water, the new wall learns to lean too. If a 

root is under it and you leave the root, it lifts the new wall the 

same way it lifted the old one.

This book is about reading the lean, finding the cause, and 

fixing the cause — so the repair you pay for once is the only 

repair you pay for.



Chapter 2: The Three Causes — Footing, 

Drainage, and Roots

Every leaning brick wall I've ever worked on came down to 

one of three things. Let me lay them out the way I see them in 

the field.

Footing. The footing is the concrete strip under the wall that 

spreads its weight into the ground. Most freestanding walls I 

find leaning in Texas were built  on footings that  were too 

shallow, too narrow, or in the worst cases, not really footings 

at all — just a trench with some concrete poured in it and 

crossed fingers. When the footing is wrong, the wall settles 

unevenly,  or  one  side  of  the  footing  gets  undermined  by 

water, and the wall starts a slow tip. This is the number one 

cause.  I'd  guess  seven out  of  ten leaning garden walls  are 

footing problems.

Drainage. Water is heavy and water is patient. When water 

collects behind or under a wall and can't get out, it does two 

things: it softens and moves the soil under the footing, and if 

the wall is holding back any soil at all, it pushes sideways on 

the wall with tremendous force. A wall that leans after every 



heavy rain, or that started leaning after a new downspout or 

a  changed  grade  sent  water  its  way,  is  telling  you  about 

drainage.

Roots. Trees lift walls. It's slow and it's quiet, but a growing 

root under a shallow footing will  jack a wall  up a quarter 

inch a  year,  and after  five years  you've got  a  visible  lean. 

Roots also drink water out of clay soil unevenly, so one side 

of a footing dries and shrinks while the other side stays wet 

— same result, same lean.

Those  are  the  three.  Everything  else  —  bad  mortar, 

weathered brick, ugly coping — is decoration on top of one of 

these. A wall doesn't lean because the mortar got old. Mortar 

gets old on walls that stand straight for a hundred years. A 

wall  leans  because  something  moved  the  ground  or  the 

footing.



Chapter 3: Reading the Lean — What the 

Shape Tells You

Before you call anybody, go look at your wall. The shape of 

the lean is the diagnosis, and it takes five minutes.

A uniform lean — the whole section tipping one way like a 

falling  domino. The  wall  is  straight  but  tilted.  The  gap 

between the wall and vertical is about the same from bottom 

to top. That's a footing problem. The ground under one side 

gave way, or the footing settled differentially, and the wall is 

rigidly rotating. The brick and mortar are fine — they're just 

riding the footing down. Uniform lean, no bulge, stable for 

years: the original footing was too shallow.

A belly in the middle — the wall bulges or bows out, worst 

at the center of the run. This is pressure from one side. Soil, 

water, or roots behind the wall are pushing the middle out. 

The ends are usually held by piers or corners, so the middle 

takes the load. If your "garden wall" has soil piled higher on 

one side than the other, it's not really a garden wall anymore 

— it's a retaining wall that got built like a garden wall, and 

the belly is it failing at its second job. (More on this in Chapter 



12.)

A lean that opened from the bottom — the gap between 

wall  and  vertical  is  wider  at  the  bottom,  or  there's  a 

stepped crack running up from the footing. Something is 

lifting or pushing at the base: a root under the footing, water 

washing soil out from under one side, or frost heave where it 

applies. In Texas, think roots and water first — we don't get 

the deep freeze cycles that heave footings the way northern 

states do.

A sudden lean after a dry summer. Our Texas clay shrinks 

when it dries. If the wall was fine in spring and leaning by 

September  after  a  brutal  dry  summer,  the  soil  under  the 

footing shrank — possibly  helped by a  tree drinking from 

that same soil.  This one can look scary and sudden, and it 

often stabilizes when the rains come back, but the movement 

has already happened. The wall doesn't stand back up on its 

own.

Speed matters. A wall that's leaned the same two inches for 

five years is  a different animal than a wall  that moved an 

inch last month. Slow, old leans are usually settled footing 

problems  —  stable,  but  not  coming  back.  Fast,  new 

movement means something is actively happening: water is 



actively  undermining,  a  root  is  actively  growing,  or  soil  is 

actively  moving.  Fast  movement  is  the  one  that  wants 

attention sooner. Direction, shape, speed — that's the whole 

diagnostic method behind good leaning brick wall repair.



Chapter 4: The Safety Check — When a 

Leaning Wall Is Dangerous

Let me say the serious thing first,  because a leaning brick 

wall  is  a  stack of  heavy masonry and gravity always wins 

eventually.

A  freestanding  brick  wall  that  has  leaned far  enough is  a 

falling hazard. Brick is enormously heavy — a single eight-

foot section of a six-foot-tall brick fence wall can weigh well 

over a ton. If it falls on a person, a pet, a car, or a neighbor's 

kid, the consequences are real.

The rule of thumb: if you can see daylight between the wall 

and vertical at the top — say the top of the wall is more than 

a couple of inches out of plumb — treat it as unstable until 

proven otherwise. If the lean is getting visibly worse month 

to month,  treat it  as unstable.  If  there's  a sidewalk,  a play 

area, a driveway, or a neighbor's yard on the fall side, treat it 

as urgent.

What to do right now: keep people and pets out of the fall 

zone. That's the length of the wall plus a few feet, on the side 

it's leaning toward. If it's leaning toward a public sidewalk, 



that's  your  liability  the  moment  you  know  about  it  —  a 

homeowner who's been told their wall is a hazard and does 

nothing is in a much worse position if it falls. Photograph the 

lean with something for scale — a tape measure, a level held 

against  it  —  and  date  the  photos.  Then  get  a  mason  or  a 

structural person to look at it.

I'm not  telling  you this  to  scare  you.  Most  leaning  garden 

walls are slow, stable problems that can wait for the right 

repair.  But  the  small  percentage  that  are  moving  fast  or 

leaning toward where people walk need to be treated like 

what they are: a ton of brick deciding which way to fall.



Chapter 5: Cause Number One — The Footing 

That Was Never Right

Let me tell you what I find under most leaning brick garden 

walls in Texas. I dig down next to the wall, and there's the 

footing — maybe six  inches deep,  maybe eight,  sometimes 

just  a  skim  of  concrete  in  a  shallow  trench.  The  original 

builder treated a freestanding wall like it was a patio edge 

instead of a structure.

A  freestanding  brick  wall  needs  a  footing  that  does  three 

things: goes below the zone where soil moves, spreads wide 

enough to carry the wall's weight, and sits on undisturbed or 

properly compacted soil. In North Texas, that means getting 

below the  active  clay  zone — the  layer  of  soil  that  swells 

when  wet  and  shrinks  when  dry.  On  our  black  clay,  that 

active zone can run deep, which is why shallow footings are 

such a disaster here. A footing sitting in the active zone rides 

the clay up and down with the seasons, and a wall riding on a 

moving footing eventually leans.

The  other  thing  I  find:  footings  poured  on  disturbed  soil. 

Somebody dug the trench, the trench sat open through a rain, 



the bottom turned to mud, and the concrete went in on top of 

soup.  Or the footing was poured in two pours with a cold 

joint nobody planned. Or there are tree roots running right 

through where the footing should be.

Here's the hard truth about footing failures: you cannot fix a 

footing  failure  without  rebuilding. Nobody  can  inject, 

grout, or wish a bad footing into a good one under a standing 

brick wall. The wall comes down, a proper footing goes in, 

and the wall goes back up. Anybody who tells you he can fix a 

leaning wall's footing without taking the wall down is selling 

you something that doesn't exist.

The good news: a wall that comes down for a footing problem 

usually goes back up on the same bricks. Good brick cleans 

up fine, and reusing the original brick means the rebuilt wall 

matches the house and the neighborhood. The footing is the 

new part. The brick is the old friend.



Chapter 6: Cause Number Two — Water, the 

Patient Pusher

Water  moves  more  brick  walls  than  anything  except  bad 

footings, and it does it so slowly that homeowners miss it for 

years.

How water pushes a wall over. There are two mechanisms. 

The first is undermining: water flowing along or under the 

footing  washes  fine  soil  out  from  under  the  concrete,  or 

softens it until the footing settles into the mush. Downspouts 

are the classic culprit — a downspout that dumps roof water 

right at the base of a garden wall is digging the wall's grave 

one  rainstorm  at  a  time.  Changed  grading  is  the  other:  a 

neighbor  regrades,  a  new  patio  slopes  toward  the  wall,  a 

flower bed gets built up against it, and suddenly water that 

used to run away runs toward the wall instead.

The second mechanism is lateral pressure. If the wall holds 

back  any  soil  —  even  six  inches  of  raised  bed  against  a 

"decorative" garden wall — water saturating that soil pushes 

sideways on the wall. Saturated soil is dramatically heavier 

and pushier than dry soil.  This  is  the hydrostatic  pressure 



problem, and it's the number one killer of walls that were 

built  as  garden  walls  but  are  doing  retaining-wall  work. 

Water behind the wall with nowhere to go is a slow-motion 

shove that never stops.

Reading the water story. Walk the wall after a hard rain. 

Where is the water going? Is a downspout discharging near 

the footing? Is mulch piled against the wall holding moisture 

against  the  brick?  Is  the  ground  sloping  toward  the  wall 

instead of  away from it?  Is  there  a  low spot  where water 

ponds for a day after it rains? Every one of those is a suspect.

The fix is never just the brick. If water caused the lean, the 

rebuild has to include the drainage fix: downspouts extended 

away from the wall, grading that slopes away, and if the wall 

holds back soil, real drainage behind it — gravel backfill and 

a way for water to get out. A mason who rebuilds your water-

damaged  wall  on  a  new  footing  but  doesn't  touch  the 

downspout that's been dumping on it for a decade has built 

you a very nice temporary wall.



Chapter 7: Cause Number Three — Roots 

Under the Footing

Trees  and  brick  walls  have  been  at  war  since  somebody 

planted the first shade tree next to the first garden wall. The 

tree always wins eventually unless the wall was built  with 

the tree in mind.

How roots lift a wall. A root doesn't have to be big to move a 

wall — it just has to be under the footing and growing. A root 

the  thickness  of  your  thumb,  growing  under  a  shallow 

footing, lifts with thousands of pounds of slow force. The wall 

goes up a fraction of an inch a year. You don't notice until 

year five, when the lean is obvious and the mortar joints on 

one side have opened up like a fan.

The second way roots cause leaning is  sneakier:  the tree 

drinks. A big tree near a wall pulls water out of the clay soil 

on its side, the clay shrinks, and the footing settles on the tree 

side. Meanwhile the far side stays moist and stable. The wall 

leans  toward  the  tree.  This  is  the  same  clay-shrinkage 

mechanism  as  the  dry-summer  lean,  except  the  tree  is 

making its own permanent dry summer under one side of 



your wall. I've seen walls lean toward a live oak twenty feet 

away — people don't believe a tree that far can do it, but on 

our clay it absolutely can.

Reading the root  story. Look at  what's  growing near  the 

wall, on both sides. Big trees within twenty or thirty feet are 

suspects. Look for roots surfacing near the footing line. Look 

for the lean pointing toward or away from a tree — toward 

means the tree side settled (drinking), away can mean a root 

is physically lifting the near side. Look for one section of a 

long wall  leaning while  the rest  stands straight  — that's  a 

local cause, and a root is the most local cause there is.

The fix. The root has to be dealt with before the rebuild, and 

"dealt with" is a decision, not a reflex. Sometimes it's a root 

barrier — a deep physical barrier between the tree and the 

new footing. Sometimes the offending root gets cut (with an 

arborist's guidance, because cutting the wrong root kills the 

tree or destabilizes it). Sometimes the honest answer is that 

the tree and the wall can't coexist, and you pick one. What 

you can't do is rebuild over the same root and hope. Hope is 

not a construction material.

And here's a Texas note: live oaks, red oaks, pecans, and elms 

are  the  usual  suspects.  They're  magnificent  trees  and they 



belong  in  Texas  yards  —  just  not  within  root  range  of  a 

shallow-footed brick wall.  If you're planting new, keep big-

canopy trees thirty feet from any masonry you care about.



Chapter 8: Can It Be Straightened, or Does It 

Come Down?

This is the question everybody asks, and I respect it, because 

rebuilding  sounds  expensive  and  straightening  sounds 

clever. Let me give you the straight answer.

For a freestanding brick garden or fence wall, the answer 

is  almost  always:  it  comes  down. Here's  why.  Brick  is 

brittle. A brick wall doesn't bend — it cracks at the mortar 

joints.  Trying to push a leaning brick wall  back to vertical 

means  forcing  every  one  of  those  joints  to  flex,  and  they 

won't.  That's  why  honest  leaning  brick  wall  repair  on  a 

freestanding wall almost always means a rebuild done right 

— not a push, not a prop, not a patch.

There are foundation-repair companies with helical tiebacks 

and jacking systems that can straighten certain kinds of walls 

— mostly basement walls and some retaining walls,  where 

there's  structure  behind  the  wall  to  pull  against.  A 

freestanding garden wall has nothing behind it but air and 

dirt. There's nothing to tie back to. The physics don't work.

The honest  version of  "straightening" for  a  freestanding 



wall is a partial rebuild: if only one section is leaning and the 

rest is sound on a good footing, a mason can take down the 

bad  section  and  rebuild  it  plumb,  tying  it  into  the  sound 

sections. That's not straightening — that's replacing the bad 

part. It's legitimate, it's common, and it's the right call when 

the lean is local. But the leaning section still comes down.

What about just pushing it back and bracing it? I've seen 

homeowners prop a leaning wall with lumber and hope. I've 

seen handymen suggest it. A braced wall is a wall that's still 

leaning, still  on a bad footing, still  with the same water or 

root problem — now with lumber rotting against it. It doesn't 

fix the cause, it doesn't last, and it looks terrible. Don't.

The rebuild is the repair. I know that's not what you wanted 

to  hear.  But  here's  the  reframe:  a  rebuild  done  right  — 

proper  footing,  drainage  handled,  roots  dealt  with  —  is  a 

fifty-year  wall.  You're  not  paying  to  fix  the  lean.  You're 

paying to build the wall the way it should have been built the 

first time, and that wall doesn't lean.



Chapter 9: What a Brick Garden Wall Rebuild 

Costs in 2026

Let's  talk  money  with  the  ranges  the  national  cost  data 

actually supports for 2026, and then I'll tell you where Texas 

sits.  This  is  what leaning brick wall  repair  costs  when the 

cause gets fixed along with the brick — not the cheap restack, 

the real job.

Small repairs and section rebuilds. Angi's 2026 contractor 

data puts the national average for brick wall repair at about 

$1,659.  That  average  covers  everything  from  repointing  a 

section to rebuilding part of a wall. A small section rebuild — 

say a few feet of garden wall taken down and rebuilt on the 

existing  good  footing  — typically  lands  between  $800  and 

$2,500,  depending on how much comes down, whether the 

brick is reusable, and what the access is like.

Full rebuilds. When the whole wall comes down and goes 

back up on a new footing, you're in bigger territory. National 

cost data for landscape and retaining wall work in 2026 runs 

roughly  $40 to $300 per linear foot,  with typical  mid-size 

jobs averaging around $170 per linear foot. A modest garden 



wall — say 15 feet long and 3 feet tall — typically runs $2,700 

to $4,500 to rebuild properly. A longer run, say 30 to 40 feet, 

lands in the  $5,000 to $10,000 range, depending on height, 

piers, and footing work.

What moves it. Height is the big one — a 4-foot wall isn't 

twice the work of  a  2-foot  wall,  it's  more like three times, 

because the footing gets bigger, the brick count climbs, and 

piers  get  structural.  Piers  (the  pillars  at  intervals  along  a 

fence wall) add real cost — each one is a small column that 

has to be built right. Footing excavation in Texas clay is slow 

digging.  Brick  matching  —  if  the  original  brick  is 

discontinued and the mason has to hunt a match — adds cost 

and time. And demolition and disposal of the old wall is real 

work that belongs in the bid.

Where Texas lands. DFW masonry labor sits in the national 

middle — not the cheapest market, not the most expensive. 

What  pushes Texas jobs around inside those ranges is  the 

clay. Footing excavation in our black clay is harder digging 

than in sandy soil,  and the footing has to go deeper to get 

below the  active  zone.  That  adds  cost  versus  the  national 

average, and it's cost well spent — a shallow cheap footing is 

how you got the leaning wall in the first place.



The number to be suspicious of. If a bid to rebuild a leaning 

wall  comes in dramatically under the ranges above — say 

half — ask what footing he's pouring. The cheapest way to 

rebuild  a  wall  is  to  skip  the  footing  work,  reuse  the  old 

trench,  and  stack  the  brick  back  up.  That's  not  a  rebuild. 

That's a re-lean, scheduled for five years from now.



Chapter 10: The Footing — What the Rebuild 

Has to Include

This chapter is the whole book in miniature. If your mason 

gets  the  footing  right,  the  wall  stands.  Everything  else  is 

craftsmanship on top of that.

Depth. In  North  Texas,  a  freestanding  brick  wall  footing 

needs to get below the active clay zone — the soil that swells 

and shrinks with moisture. Practically, that means a footing 

depth in the range of 18 to 24 inches for a typical garden or 

fence wall, deeper for taller walls. Shallow footings — the six-

inch  skim  I  keep  finding  under  leaning  walls  —  are  the 

reason this book exists. Ask your mason how deep the footing 

goes, and get the number in writing. "Deep enough" is not a 

number.

Width. The footing should be roughly twice as wide as the 

wall it carries. A single-wythe garden wall (one brick thick, 

about 4 inches) wants a footing around 8 to 12 inches wide. A 

double-wythe  fence  wall  (about  8  inches  thick)  wants  16 

inches or more. Width spreads the load so the clay doesn't get 

point-loaded and settle unevenly.



The base. The footing trench bottom should be undisturbed 

soil or properly compacted fill — not loose backfill, not mud. 

In  our  clay,  that  means  digging  in  dry  conditions  where 

possible, and never pouring concrete into standing water or 

soup. The concrete itself should be a real footing mix, not a 

bag of quick-set dumped dry into the trench.

Reinforcement. A continuous footing for a brick wall should 

have steel in it — typically two runs of rebar tied into a cage. 

The  rebar  doesn't  make  the  concrete  stronger  against 

crushing; it holds the footing together when the clay tries to 

move  it  differentially.  An  unreinforced  footing  cracks  into 

segments, and each segment settles on its own. A reinforced 

footing moves as one piece, or not at all.

Drainage  at  the  footing. Water  should  not  be  able  to  sit 

against or under the footing.  The grade should slope away 

from the wall  on both sides.  Downspouts should discharge 

well  clear.  If  the  wall  retains  any  soil,  there  needs  to  be 

drainage behind it — gravel and a way out for water — so 

hydrostatic pressure never builds.

Get all five of those in the bid, in writing: depth, width, base 

condition, reinforcement, and drainage. A mason who puts 

those in writing is building you a wall. A mason who won't is 



stacking brick on a prayer.



Chapter 11: Piers, Coping, and the Parts 

People Skip

A brick fence wall isn't just a long run of brick. The parts that 

hold it up and keep it alive are the ones homeowners never 

think about — and the ones cheap builders skip.

Piers. Those  pillars  at  intervals  along  a  brick  fence  wall 

aren't  decoration.  They're  the  structural  backbone.  A  long 

freestanding wall is a sail — wind pushes on it, and without 

piers to break up the span and anchor it to deeper footings, it 

flexes and eventually leans or cracks. Piers should be spaced 

every  8  to  10  feet  on  a  typical  fence  wall,  built  as  real 

columns (not just a wider stack of the same brick), with their 

own deeper footing pads. When I see a long brick fence wall 

leaning in a smooth curve between two distant piers, I know 

the  piers  were  too  far  apart  or  too  shallow.  The  rebuild 

spaces them right.

Coping. The cap on top of the wall — the coping — is the 

wall's umbrella. Water that lands on top of a wall soaks down 

into the brick and mortar from above, and freeze-thaw plus 

our Texas thermal cycling destroys the top courses first.  A 



proper  coping  overhangs  the  wall  faces  slightly  so  water 

drips clear instead of running down the faces, and it's bedded 

so water can't get under it. The number of leaning walls I've 

seen  where  the  lean  started  at  the  top  — the  top  courses 

loosened by years of water coming in through failed coping 

— is higher than you'd think. When the wall gets rebuilt, it 

gets real coping. Not a row of brick laid flat. Coping.

Expansion joints. Long brick  walls  grow and shrink with 

temperature.  A  60-foot  brick  fence  wall  in  Texas  moves 

measurably  between  a  February  morning  and  an  August 

afternoon.  Without  expansion  joints  —  deliberate  vertical 

gaps  filled  with  flexible  material  at  intervals  —  that 

movement has nowhere to go,  so the wall  cracks or bows. 

This is  one of the most-skipped details  in residential  fence 

walls, and its absence shows up years later as a lean or a bow 

that nobody can explain. The rebuild includes them.

Weep  holes  and  drainage  gaps. If  the  wall  retains  soil, 

water needs a way out at the base. Weep holes — small gaps 

in the bottom course at intervals — let trapped water escape 

instead  of  building  pressure.  They're  a  five-minute  detail 

during  construction  and  a  five-thousand-dollar  problem 

when they're missing.



None of these are upgrades. They're the difference between a 

wall and a pile of brick waiting to happen.



Chapter 12: When Your Garden Wall Is 

Secretly a Retaining Wall

This is the most common misdiagnosis I see, and it deserves 

its own chapter.

A homeowner calls about a leaning garden wall.  I  go look. 

The wall is two feet tall, decorative, with a nice cap. And on 

one side, the flower bed is built up eighteen inches above the 

grade on the other side. Or the yard slopes and the wall is 

holding back the high side. Or a previous owner terraced the 

yard  and the  "garden wall"  is  the  only  thing  between the 

upper terrace and the lower lawn.

That wall isn't a garden wall. It's a retaining wall. And it was 

built  like  a  garden  wall  —  shallow  footing,  no  drainage 

behind it,  no batter (the slight backward lean into the soil 

that retaining walls are built with), no tie-backs. So it's doing 

a job it was never built for, and the lean is it telling you so.

The test: stand on the low side and look at the soil line on the 

high  side.  If  soil  is  piled  against  the  wall  higher  than the 

natural grade — if the wall is holding back earth that would 

otherwise  slide  or  wash  down  —  it's  retaining.  It  doesn't 



matter what anybody calls it. Physics doesn't care about the 

name.

Why  it  matters  for  the  fix. A  retaining  wall  needs 

everything  a  garden  wall  needs,  plus:  deeper  footing, 

drainage behind the wall  (gravel  backfill  and a  drain that 

daylights  somewhere),  and  often  a  thicker  wall  or 

reinforcement. Rebuilding it as a garden wall again — same 

shallow footing, same no drainage — just resets the clock on 

the same failure. The rebuild has to match the actual job the 

wall  is  doing,  not  the  job  somebody  thought  it  was  doing 

when they built it.

If your wall is holding back more than a couple of feet of soil, 

that's  beyond  garden-wall  territory  entirely  —  that's 

engineered retaining wall work, and it deserves an engineer 

or  a  contractor  who  builds  retaining  walls  for  a  living.  A 

brick  face  can  go  on  a  properly  engineered  retaining 

structure. But brick alone, stacked like a garden wall, holding 

back three feet of wet Texas clay, is a failure with a schedule.



Chapter 13: Brick Fence Walls — The Long 

Lean

Brick fence walls — the long runs along property lines and 

frontages — have their own personality when they fail, and 

it's worth understanding.

They lean in sections. A  100-foot  brick  fence wall  almost 

never leans uniformly. It  leans in sections: ten feet tipping 

here, solid there, a bow developing over there. That's because 

the causes are local — a root under this section, a downspout 

dumping on that section, a shallow spot in the footing over 

there. The section-by-section pattern is actually good news: it 

usually means you can rebuild in sections instead of all  at 

once, which spreads the cost.

Expansion and the long run. As I said in Chapter 11, long 

walls move with temperature. On a fence wall, the symptom 

of missing expansion joints is often a lean or bow that comes 

and goes  slightly  with the  seasons  — worse  in  summer,  a 

little better in winter.  If  your wall's  lean seems to breathe 

with the weather, that's thermal movement with nowhere to 

go, and the fix includes joints, not just a new footing.



The neighbor question. Fence walls  sit  on property lines, 

which means the repair involves the neighbor — or at least 

the neighbor's side of the wall. Before any work starts: figure 

out whose wall it is. Check your survey. Talk to the neighbor 

early and factually — "the wall  is  leaning,  here's  what the 

mason says, here's the plan" — not after the crew shows up. If 

it's a shared wall, the cost conversation happens before the 

work, not during. And the crew needs access to both sides to 

do  the  footing  and  drainage  right.  A  neighbor  who  won't 

grant access to their side turns a straightforward rebuild into 

a compromise, so start that conversation with time to spare.

Matching  a  long  run. On  a  long  fence  wall  where  only 

sections get rebuilt, the brick match matters more than on a 

garden wall — because the old and new sit side by side for a 

hundred  feet.  If  the  original  brick  is  still  made,  it's 

straightforward.  If  it's  discontinued,  a  good  mason  hunts 

salvage or the closest current match and blends the transition 

at a pier, where the eye expects a break. Ask how he'll handle 

the match before he starts.  "It'll  be close enough" is  not  a 

plan.



Chapter 14: Texas Clay — Why Our Walls 

Lean More Than Most

If you moved here from somewhere with sandy or rocky soil, 

the leaning walls all over DFW might puzzle you. Here's the 

Texas-specific reason.

Our clay moves. North Texas black clay is expansive — it 

swells when it gets wet and shrinks when it dries, and the 

volume  change  is  dramatic.  A  footing  sitting  in  the  active 

zone — the top couple of feet where moisture changes with 

the weather — gets lifted in a wet spring and dropped in a 

dry summer. Year after year, the cycles work the wall. One 

side lifts a little more than the other, or settles a little more, 

and the wall starts its tip.

The  watering  paradox. In  Texas,  the  soil  around  your 

foundation and walls needs consistent moisture — that's why 

people run soaker hoses around their houses in summer. But 

"consistent"  is  the  hard  part.  The  homeowner  who waters 

faithfully  all  summer and then goes  on vacation for  three 

weeks in August comes home to differential settlement. The 

wall near the watered zone stayed stable; the wall near the 



dry zone dropped. Consistency matters more than quantity.

Trees plus clay is the multiplier. Clay that shrinks on its 

own is one thing. Clay with a live oak drinking out of it is 

another. The tree creates a permanent dry zone on its side, 

the  clay  there  stays  shrunk,  and  everything  above  it  — 

footings, walls, slabs — settles toward the tree. In a wet year 

the clay swells back and things lift; in a dry year they drop. 

The wall in between just leans a little more each cycle.

What this means for your rebuild. In Texas, footing depth 

isn't  a  suggestion — it's  the whole game.  Below the active 

zone,  the soil  stays at  stable moisture year-round,  and the 

footing stays put. That's why I keep coming back to depth in 

this  book.  In  sandy-soil  states,  a  shallow  footing  under  a 

garden wall can last decades. In Texas clay, it's a countdown. 

Build for the soil you have, not the soil in the textbook.



Chapter 15: Hiring Right — What the Bid Has 

to Say

You've read the lean. You know the cause. Now you're hiring. 

Here's what separates the mason who'll fix it from the one 

who'll rebuild your problem.

The bid must name the cause. Before there's a price, there 

should  be  a  diagnosis:  "the  footing  is  too  shallow,"  "the 

downspout is undermining the footing," "there's a root under 

the east section." If the bid just says "rebuild brick wall" with 

no mention of why it leaned, the mason hasn't thought about 

the  cause  —  which  means  he  isn't  fixing  it.  That's  the 

difference between leaning brick wall repair and a restack 

with a prayer.

The  bid  must  specify  the  footing. Depth,  width, 

reinforcement, base preparation — in writing, with numbers. 

This is non-negotiable. It's the difference between a rebuild 

and a re-lean.

The bid must address the cause. Drainage fix, root handled, 

grading corrected — whatever the cause was, the scope says 

how  it's  being  fixed.  If  the  cause  was  water  and  the  bid 



doesn't mention water, walk away.

The bid must say what happens to the brick. Reuse the 

original brick (cleaned) or new brick, and if new, what brick 

and  how  it's  matched.  Demolition  and  disposal  included. 

Coping specified — what material, what profile.

Get  three  bids,  interview  the  middle. Same  rule  as  any 

masonry  job.  The  lowest  bid  on  a  wall  rebuild  is  almost 

always the one skipping the footing.  The highest  might  be 

gold-plating. The middle, interviewed with the questions in 

this chapter, is usually the honest job.

Ask for a wall you can drive by. Not a photo — an address. 

A freestanding wall the mason built five or more years ago, 

still  standing straight.  Photos  lie;  drive-bys  don't.  A  mason 

who's been building walls that stay up has no problem giving 

you an address.

Get it in writing. Scope, footing spec, drainage work, brick 

and coping, schedule, price, payment terms, warranty. Never 

pay in  full  upfront.  A  deposit  for  materials  is  normal;  the 

balance on completion is the rule.

If you're in the Fort Worth–Dallas area and want a straight look at a 

leaning wall and an honest bid on [brick wall 



repair](https://championbrickrepair.com), that's what we do every 

week. And if you want to keep learning before you call anybody, my 

[free brick repair books](https://metro-foundation-repair.web.app/free-

books/) cover the rest of what your masonry is trying to tell you.



Chapter 16: The Leaning Mailbox Note

Quick sidebar, because I get this call constantly: if the leaning 

brick thing in your yard is a mailbox, not a wall, the same 

three  causes  apply  —  footing,  drainage,  roots  —  but 

mailboxes have their own quirks. They're tall,  narrow, top-

heavy, and they get hit by cars, which walls generally don't. A 

mailbox  that  leans  after  a  storm  or  a  near-miss  with  a 

bumper is a different diagnosis than one that's been tipping 

for years.

I  wrote a whole separate book on brick mailboxes — why 

they lean, the Texas footing fix, rebuild versus repair costs, 

and what lasts. If your problem is a mailbox, read that one 

instead of stretching this book to fit. The principles overlap, 

but the details — and the costs — are mailbox-specific.

Same  goes  for  chimneys:  a  leaning  chimney  is  never  a 

garden-wall  problem.  That's  structural,  that's  urgent,  and 

that's a different book too.



Chapter 17: Questions Homeowners Ask Me

Can I just push it back up and mortar the joints? No. The 

lean is the symptom. The footing, the water, or the root is the 

disease. Pushing it back without fixing the cause gives you a 

wall that's leaning again within a few years — except now the 

joints are full of fresh mortar that'll crack as it re-leans, and 

you've paid for the privilege.

How long can I leave it leaning? If it's stable — same lean 

for years, not getting worse, nobody walks in the fall zone — 

you can plan the repair on your schedule. If it's moving, get it 

looked  at  promptly.  If  it's  leaning  toward  a  sidewalk,  a 

driveway, or where kids play, don't wait. The test is simple: is 

it moving, and could it hurt someone if it fell today? Answer 

those two honestly and you'll know your timeline.

Will  my  homeowners  insurance  cover  it? Usually  not. 

Insurance covers sudden events — a car hits your fence wall, 

a tornado takes it down. A wall that's been leaning for five 

years because the footing was shallow is maintenance and 

wear,  and  that's  the  homeowner's  responsibility.  The 

exception is sudden damage from a covered event. Document 



with photos either way, and don't let a contractor promise 

you it's covered — that's between you and your policy.

Should  I  rebuild  the  whole  wall  or  just  the  leaning 

section? If the rest of the wall is straight, sound, and on a 

good footing, rebuild the section. If the whole wall is on the 

same shallow footing and it's  just leaning worst where the 

water or root hit first, rebuilding one section buys you time 

—  the  rest  will  follow.  A  good  mason  will  tell  you  which 

situation you're in. Ask him directly: "Is the footing under the 

straight part any good?" His answer tells you a lot about his 

honesty.

Can I reuse my brick? Usually yes, if it's in good shape. Brick 

cleans up well  — the old mortar gets knocked off and the 

brick goes back in the wall. Reusing keeps the match perfect 

and  saves  material  cost.  Brick  that's  spalling,  cracked,  or 

crumbling doesn't go back in. Your mason will sort the pile as 

it comes down.

What  about  a  concrete  block  wall  instead? Some 

homeowners ask about replacing a leaning brick wall with 

block. Block is cheaper and faster, and a well-built block wall 

with proper footing stands fine. But it doesn't match a brick 

house, and in neighborhoods where brick is the standard, it 



looks  like  what  it  is  — a  downgrade.  If  budget  forces  the 

question,  a  brick-veneer-faced block wall  is  a  middle path. 

Just make sure whatever goes up gets the footing this wall 

didn't.

How do I  keep the  new wall  from leaning? Keep  water 

away  from  the  footing  —  downspouts  extended,  grade 

sloping away, no mulch volcanoes against the base. Keep big 

trees at a distance — thirty feet for large-canopy trees. Don't 

pile soil  against  a garden wall  and turn it  into a retaining 

wall. And every year or two, walk the wall and look at it the 

way this book taught you: direction, shape, speed. Catching a 

lean at half an inch is a drainage fix. Catching it at six inches 

is a rebuild.

A Final Word Before You Call

A leaning brick wall is one of the most honest problems in 

masonry. It doesn't hide. It stands there, tipping a little more 

every year, telling you exactly what's wrong — if you know 

how to read it. Now you do.

Footing, drainage, or roots. Read the shape of the lean, find 

the  cause,  and  fix  the  cause  —  not  just  the  brick.  A  wall 

rebuilt on a proper footing, with the water handled and the 



roots dealt with, will outlive all of us. A wall restacked on the 

same  bad  ground  is  just  a  future  leaning  wall  with  fresh 

mortar.

Your wall has been talking. Now you speak the language.
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