Understanding Retaining Wall Construction: A
Hands-On Guide for Your Landscape

Retaining walls do a lot more than hold back dirt. They create usable space, turn a sloped yard
into separate garden rooms, and often become the backbone of a well-laid patio or driveway
project. | have worked on landscapes where a poorly planned wall failed within two years, and
others built with the same basic materials that have stood for decades. The difference almost
always comes down to understanding the forces at play and choosing the right system for the
ground you are working with.

The idea of retaining wall construction can sound intimidating if you have only ever seen the
finished face of concrete block or natural stone. But when you break it down into wall type,
foundation, drainage, and backfill, the process becomes a series of straightforward decisions.
Each choice affects the next, so it pays to think through the whole sequence before you order a
single block.
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Know Your Wall Types Before You Dig
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Not every retaining wall carries the same load. A low garden border that holds back a foot of
soil behaves very differently from a wall that supports a driveway or a paver base for a new
patio. The wall type you choose depends on height, soil conditions, and how much space you
have behind the wall.

For short walls under four feet, a gravity wall often works well. These rely on their own weight
to resist the soil pushing against them. Segmental retaining walls built from dry-stacked
concrete block are a popular gravity-wall choice because they do not require mortar and can
flex slightly with ground movement. For taller walls or slopes where space is tight, a cantilever
wall uses a reinforced base that extends under the soil to create leverage. You will see these
more often in commercial projects, but they can work on large residential sites too.

When the ground is really tight or the slope is extreme, sheet piling drives long steel or
concrete panels deep into the earth. That method is less common for a typical backyard but
sometimes necessary near property lines. Anchor walls use cables or straps buried in the soil
behind the wall to pull the structure back into the hillside. And soldier piles with timber ties or
concrete panels placed between them can handle moderate heights while giving a rugged look
that some homeowners like.

Drainage Is Not Optional

Water pressure is the number one reason retaining walls fail. Even a well-built wall can buckle
if water builds up behind it. That is why every sound retaining wall construction plan includes a
drainage strategy before the first block is set.



https://paversandturf.com/projects/

The standard approach starts with a layer of drainage aggregate placed behind the wall.
Crushed stone works well because it leaves plenty of void space for water to move through. A
perforated pipe laid at the base of the wall, often called a drain tile, carries that water to
daylight or to a pop-up emitter. Weep holes through the wall face at regular intervals give the
water another path out. Without them, the aggregate alone cannot relieve all the pressure.

Geotextile fabric is another essential piece. You lay it between the soil and the drainage
aggregate to keep fine particles from washing into the stone and clogging the voids.
Landscaping fabric can serve a similar purpose, but geotextile fabric is specifically engineered
for this loading. | have seen walls where someone skipped the fabric and the drainage
aggregate filled with silt within two years. The wall did not fail, but water seeped through the
face every time it rained, which made the patio above it a mess.

Base Preparation and Backfill

The wall is only as good as what sits under it. For most segmental retaining walls, you dig a
trench below the frost line and fill it with compacted crushed stone or paver base material. The
depth depends on wall height and local frost depth, but a common rule is six inches of base for
every foot of wall height. That base gets compacted in lifts, usually with a plate compactor,
until it stops settling.



On top of that base, you set the first course of concrete block. This row must be level front to
back and side to side. Any tilt here gets magnified as the wall goes up. For taller walls,
manufacturers like Keystone retaining walls systems often require the first course to be buried
below grade so the wall sits on a solid footing rather than just the base surface.

As you stack the blocks, you backfill behind them in layers. Each lift of block gets a
corresponding lift of compacted backfill. The backfill material matters too. Clean crushed
stone or a sandy gravel works much better than clay-heavy soil because it drains well and does
not expand when wet. For walls over about four feet, you may need geogrid reinforcement. This
is a mesh that gets laid over the block courses and extends back into the backfill. The geogrid
locks the wall to the soil mass behind it, turning the whole system into a reinforced soil
structure rather than a standalone wall.

Facing Materials and Finishes

The look of a retaining wall matters for the overall landscape. Concrete block comes in a huge
range of colors, textures, and shapes. Keystone retaining walls, for example, have a split face
that mimics natural stone. Some blocks have a built-in setback so each course steps back
slightly, which improves stability and gives a more natural slope to the face. Cap blocks finish
the top row, creating a clean edge that can double as a seating area.



Timber ties offer a more traditional, rustic appearance. They are less expensive than block and
go up quickly, but they have a shorter lifespan, especially in wet climates. Treated pine may last
fifteen to twenty years before it begins to rot. Boulder walls use large, irregular stones stacked
without mortar. They look fantastic in natural settings but require heavy equipment and a
skilled eye to fit the stones together. Boulder walls work as gravity walls because of their sheer
weight, so they are usually limited to lower heights.

Integration With Hardscapes

Retaining walls rarely exist in isolation. They often support a patio, a paver base for a driveway,
or the edge of a synthetic grass lawn. That integration demands careful planning. If you are
building a retaining wall that will hold up a paver patio, for instance, the paver base must tie
into the wall without trapping water. One method is to bring the wall up to finished grade, then
lay the paver base on top of the backfill, with a layer of polymeric sand swept into the joints to
lock the pavers in place.

When the wall has to support a driveway, the loads get much heavier. A typical segmental wall
may not be enough. You might switch to a reinforced concrete wall or a cantilever wall



designed to carry vehicle weight. The same goes for any wall that will have soil piled against it
from both sides, like a raised garden bed that sits next to a walkway. Each situation has its own
load path, and the wall design must account for it.

Common Mistakes | See on Job Sites

Over the years, | have watched crews make the same errors again and again. The most
common is skimping on the base. A thin base or one that was not compacted properly will
settle unevenly, causing the wall to lean or crack. The second is ignoring drainage. | have seen
walls that looked beautiful the day they were finished but had no drainage aggregate or weep
holes. After the first heavy rain, the wall bulged and the face blocks shifted.

Another frequent mistake is using the wrong backfill. Filling behind the wall with the same clay
soil that came out of the excavation is a recipe for trouble. Clay holds water and expands,
pushing against the wall with enormous force. Always bring in clean crushed stone or a sandy
fill that drains freely.

Finally, people skip the geogrid on taller walls to save money. | understand the budget pressure,
but the geogrid is relatively cheap compared to the cost of rebuilding a failed wall. For any wall
over about four feet, especially one supporting a paver base or driveway, the geogrid is not
optional.



The Whole Picture

Good retaining wall construction is about understanding the relationship between soil, water,
and the wall itself. It is not just stacking blocks. It is building a system that distributes load,
relieves water pressure, and ties into the surrounding landscape. Whether you choose
segmental retaining walls, timber ties, or a boulder wall, the principles stay the same: solid
base, good drainage, proper backfill, and reinforcement where needed.

If you are planning a wall for your own property, take the time to dig deep on the foundation.
Talk to a local supplier about the right concrete block or Keystone retaining walls system for
your height and soil type. And never underestimate the value of a few extra inches of drainage
aggregate and a strip of geotextile fabric. The wall you build will thank you the first time a
storm rolls through.



