How to Build a DIY Walkway
or
The Geometry Teacher’s Lament

Mother Nature proclaimed 2023 “The Year of Projects.” With a winter filled with rainy
days, spring beckoned gardeners with a siren song of pleasurable weather. Summer cooperated
with sparse and well distributed high-temperature days. The land was lush and project ready.

Dream: Websites were as lush as the weather, creating desires similar to Christmas.
Visions of a haven at home called to anyone with dirt under their nails.

Weather and websites became two legs to my project, a curvy 16-foot walkway to join
two patios. (Muddy feet in the winter have gotten old.) The curvy sidewalk would be followed
by lush vegetation, making the patio the best place to be in my yard. Although the image had
been in my brain for several years, the third leg of my project—cost—was dive-bombed by
installation estimates. Gray concrete walkway ideas moved to the back burner until 2023, “The
Year of Projects.”

Plan: Pictures on Pinterest created visions of a used brick walkway. Planning has many
variables including age, physical abilities, knowledge, and time. I knew the length of the
walkway; [ wanted the bricks to become part of the soil. I searched for used bricks, based on cost
and ease of loading bricks into my truck.

Be adaptable: Out of the sunset, a hero spoke up. My dad offered some genuine antique
bricks, “Just get them out of his yard post haste.” Free bricks and medium ease of loading!
Understanding the limitation of age and physical ability, I substituted a heavy-duty Radio Flyer
wagon (40 bricks per load) for my contractor’s wheelbarrow.

Take your time: The land has a slight slope but excellent soil. Normally the walkway
would be designated by using string as the border. I opted to create the border by using bricks
lined up end to end. Then, the questions began. What should it look like? Where are the curves?
How will it meet each patio, one lower and one higher? Luckily, I was working alone and with
ample amounts of time. The border of bricks gave a picture of how it would work so I started
digging. My idea was to sink the bricks into the soil to hold them in place.

Reality: The walkway was dug out and leveled, sand added as a base. I watered the sand
in and started adding bricks. All is well until the first curve, a strong ninety degree left turn.
Amazingly, bricks do not bend. I hear every algebra and geometry teacher telling me that I
would need math in my future. I pull up the bricks and try the corner again. Back to the internet.
No geometry teacher dropping clues on turning a tight corner with bricks. Time sitting on the
patio looking for a spark of an idea. Pull the bricks up again. Start at the other patio with a
relatively straight progression towards the now famous curve. More sitting and observing.
Desperate trips to the hardware store questioning anyone who would look at the pictures. (Yes,
the employees were laughing about my dilemma.) I learn about fanning bricks and cutting bricks.
I buy a chisel and a rubber mallet to break bricks. I also learn a few songs about mining like “16
Tons” (attributed to Merle Travis, popularized by Tennessee Ernie Ford). Between the singing
and beating bricks, my neighbors joined the hardware store employees in wanting to report me to
authorities.

Assess skills needed: Finally, the conclusion—my design would require cutting bricks.
Chisel and mallet did not work for me like the videos. Even with mining songs. Finally, an angel
appeared with an electric grinder saw and a bundle of knowledge. Pieces fell into place like



miracles. Each cut brick seemed to fill empty holes in different sections. Geometry teachers were
applauding.

Accomplishment: Add sand or stone dust into the cracks. Make sure the bricks are level
before and be prepared to do adjustments. Soil slope required another line of bricks, lying on
their sides, to hold soil and protect against wash outs.

It is an amazing feeling of accomplishment to complete and love a project in your yard.
My walkway came at a cost of several bags of sand, a mallet, and a chisel. Far less than the plain

old concrete sidewalk. 2023 will always be known for me as “The Year of Used Brick with a
Curve.”

Julie Silva is a University of California Cooperative Extension Master Gardener of Tuolumne
County.

University of California Cooperative Extension Central Sierra Master Gardeners can answer
home gardening questions. Call 209-533-5912 in Tuolumne County, 209-754-2880 in Calaveras
County or fill out our easy-to-use problem questionnaire
(https://ucanr.edu/survey/survey.ctm?surveynumber=7269 ). Check out our UCCE Master
Gardener webpage (https://ucanr.edu/sites/MG_of CS/). You can find us on Facebook, on the
radio at kaad-Ip.org or 103.5 FM on Motherlode Community Radio and also on You Tube.
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