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For as long as I can remember, I’ve fantasized about owning my own swim-
ming pool.

I suppose such daydreams are the natural byproducts of spending much of my
life in Southern California, a place where backyard pools and public plunges are
as much a part of the landscape as the freeways and palm trees.

To own a pool, of course, you need a place to put one – and until recently, I
never lived in a place that fit the bill.

That changed in June of this year, when my wife Teresa and I purchased our
dream home. It’s an old Craftsman-style house, built in 1926, perched on a gen-
tly sloping quarter-acre lot in a peaceful neighborhood in Fullerton. Along with
all the stresses, strains, excitement, long-term decisions and short-term poverty
that goes along with buying a home, we’ve spent a good bit of time tossing
around ideas about the various things we’d like to do with our property.

From the first day we set foot in our new home, in fact, we’ve been talking
about the pool we hope will eventually play host to the sorts of fun and frolic-
some behavior that so clearly defined so much of our childhoods. (Teresa and I
grew up in the same area and swam in many of the same backyard pools.) 

We’re so engaged in the process that we’ve already picked the spot in the yard
and have already started discussing what we want it to look like. And we’ve in-
dulged all this planning knowing that it may be a good two or three years or even
ten years before we come anywhere close to breaking ground.

I know my job as editor of WaterShapes puts me in an unusual position when it
comes to visualizing what might become of our backyard. Through all of the
conjuring and dreaming, I’m definitely trying to apply the design principles we’ve
covered in the pages of this magazine, trying things on for size.

Already, we see a whole slew of aesthetic issues that will need to be addressed –
everything from the basic style of the vessel itself to the type of footpaths and
plantings we’ll eventually select to go with it. Right now – and even though we
know it’s likely our ideas and sense of what’s possible will change before we get
that far – we’re leaning at this point toward a rectilinear pool that reflects the an-
gular architecture of the home. We also know we’ll want a host of warm, rustic
textures that will reflect the quiet surroundings.

As I say, I imagine we’ll change our minds a thousand times before we land on
a workable plan. Even at this early stage of the process, however, I can already see
what a wonderful and profound thing it will be to have a custom watershape of
our very own.

Next to the house itself, the pool at “Casa de Herman”will likely be the biggest
purchase we ever make. And as these warm summer months have rolled along,
Teresa and I have both spent a lot of time imagining what it will be like  — and
wish that the pool was already there, waiting for us at the end of the day or, on a
hot Saturday afternoon, welcoming us to cold ones in the cooler and warm edi-
bles on the grill.

Sure, we know it’ll take a while for us to save up the shells and trinkets we’ll
need to make the big purchase. But in our hearts, we’ve already signed on the
dotted line.

Blissful Visions

By Eric Herman
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By Brian Van Bower

remember several years ago,back before it
was really fashionable to build completely nat-
uralistic pools, that I decided this was exactly
what I wanted to do. This was in the very early
80s,when you’d see maybe some rocks on the

bond beam or a waterfall on the end of the pool –
but that was about as natural as it got back then.

My new idea was to create environments that
were completely natural, stem to stern. I tried
presenting the concept to a number of potential
clients, explaining how we could do things like
angle the top of the pool and install rocks all
around the edge and create natural formations
that looked like benches and incorporate all of
this integrated landscaping.

Nobody was buying.
I’m convinced now that the reason I ran into

such resistance was because no one was building
these pools and none of my potential customers
had any frame of reference. They just couldn’t
visualize what I was talking about, so I was out of
luck – until, that is, I decided to build a model
pool in my own backyard (see the photograph
on page 11).

Breaking Through
I poured all of my energy and ideas into this

one pool, bringing in rock guys to build a mas-
sive waterfall and a six-foot natural spa over-
looking the rest of the pool. I installed a bunch
of lush tropical landscaping, too, and built little
winding footpaths through it.

By today’s standards, I suppose most of that
sounds trite, but at the time in my market it was
genuinely cutting-edge stuff. In fact, an old
friend of mine from the pool industry saw it and
told me,“This is the coolest pool I’ve ever seen.”

At the time, I agreed wholeheartedly with
him, and so did a whole bunch of other people.
And because I now had this thing in place in
my backyard, I could show other people what I
meant when I was talking about “naturalistic

Bringing 
Visions to Life

I am, in effect,

selling an 

experience,

one that they

will enjoy over

and over again

in a whole vari-

ety of ways.

II
swimming pools.”

It worked like a charm: Pretty soon – and I
really mean within a very short period of time –
it seemed that everybody wanted exactly that
pool, with no variation. And it worked because
my customers were able to step into the envi-
ronment and immediately visualize themselves
in their own pools.

But their vision was limited and they didn’t
want to take any chances, so I ended up being
asked to replicate the same pool over and over
again. In that sense, you might say that my
marketing idea had worked a little too well.
And being the person I am, I was getting bored
doing the same thing over and over again.
Heck, if I’d wanted to build the same pool
dozens of times, I could’ve gone to work for one
of my cookie-cutter competitors.

I’m not really complaining, because I definite-
ly enjoyed building these lush, tropical-looking
pools. But for a long time, I was typecast as “the
guy who built the tropical, lagoon-style pools.”
That was fine for a while, but I no longer saw
myself as being on the cutting edge, where I al-
ways wanted to be.

At the same time, it was occurring to me that
to be on the cutting edge means you have to be
able to communicate ideas to customers – ideas
they might never have seen or considered before.

Lesson Learned
Building a pool in your own backyard is a

pretty extreme way to communicate a concept
to a potential client. (You’d have to move too
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s fall looms before us, it’s timely to consider a
question that should be a factor in every de-

sign we prepare: To drop or not to drop? 
This question is a good one to ask before

you start planning and has to do with how
much natural debris your clients will be willing

to fish out of their watershapes once you’re gone. In oth-
er words, while it’s always important to decide what style
of plants to put around your watershapes, it’s also impor-
tant to think about types – that is, evergreen vs. decidu-
ous.

I’m sure most (if not all) of you are
aware of the general distinction, but
here’s a short explanation: The Sunset
Western Garden Guide defines an evergreen
as a plant that “never loses all its leaves at one
time.” By contrast, it defines deciduous as “any
plant that loses all of its leaves at one time
each year, usually in fall.” (Of course, just to
confuse the issue, there are some plants that
are considered partly deciduous, which means
they lose some of their leaves one time each
year. These plants are not quite as common.)

Does all this matter to a watershaper?  Absolutely!
When designing a watershape and the landscaping that
will surround it, you need to consider whether the plant is
going to shed its leaves (or any other form of debris) and if
any of that stuff is going to fall into the water. Aside from
the obvious concern about leaves clogging a filter, you need
to consider whether tree droppings will affect your water-
shape in other ways: Will they, for example, stain the bot-
tom – or poison the water, killing fish or other wildlife?  

All About Nature
Whether we like it or not, every year nature completes a

cycle. For the deciduous plant, it’s all about leaves that be-
gin their life in the spring, hang around during the sum-
mer and then die off in the fall, leaving (pardon the pun) a
blanket on the ground as a reminder of their sudden lives.

And we’re talking about more than leaves: These same

plants may produce fruit, seeds and/or other objects that will end
up dropping onto (or into) whatever is beneath them.

If the space below these plants is water, it’s as though they’re let-
ting you know exactly what they think of your watershape.
They’ll drop on down, stain the walls and bottom, change the pH
of the water or do any of a number of things that will cause you to
ask, Why did I ever plant that there?

Remember, we’re dealing with nature here. It won’t alter its
habits to conform to our needs. Instead, we need to adapt to its

When Fall’s
in the Air

By Stephanie Rose

Remember, we’re dealing with nature
here. It won’t alter its habits to conform
to our needs. Instead, we need to adapt
to its sublime sense of order.

AA





this one!), the Floss Silk Tree drops a cot-
ton-like plume that will coat everything
in sight. A yard with this tree will look as
though someone decorated it early for
Halloween – a combination of debris
types that is bound to clog filters and dis-
please swimmers as well.

The Right Stuff
If the trees you and your clients select

present any sort of litter problem – and
that’s true of just about any deciduous
tree and also about many evergreens –
here are some good guidelines. If you
follow them, I’m fairly certain your cus-
tomers won’t be going out to buy a
chainsaw anytime soon.

� Think big. When it comes to leaves,
the bigger they are, the easier they will be
to clean up. By contrast, a plant whose
leaves are numerous and small will usu-
ally scatter more and make a greater mess.
Magnolia trees (which come in both ever-
green and deciduous varieties,by the way)
usually have large leaves. The evergreen

varieties are quite manageable with respect
to debris, while the deciduous ones tend
to be smallish (such as a Magnolia soula-
giana – the saucer or Chinese magnolia)
and present few clean-up problems.

� Consider the future. As you select
plants, think about how big your trees will
be when mature. Just because you plant
a 15-gallon Birch (typically 8 to 10 feet
high with a 3 or 4 foot diameter) 20 feet
away from the watershape, in 5 years that
same tree could easily be 20 feet or high-
er with a 10- to 12-foot canopy. This
means it will be creeping closer to the wa-
tershape just by its nature.

� Weigh the possibilities. As you
think through your options, try to gauge
just how far leaves and other droppings
will reasonably be able to travel. Wind
and the site’s degree of exposure are big
factors here: The lighter the leaf, flower
or seed pod, the farther it will travel. Your
goal should be to place the plants far
enough away from the watershape that
you minimize the opportunity for falling

debris to reach it – especially in a breeze.
� Remember your clients. This is a

huge factor: Only plant what your clients
say they are willing to clean up!  At a min-
imum,do your duty by making them ful-
ly aware before planting of everything you
know about a plant’s “drop factor.”

A great many of you have learned
these lessons through trial and error or
by dint of experience and lessons learned
the hard way. If you’ve found plants that
are suited to use around watershapes – or
found ones you avoid like the plague –
please let me know. I’ll spread the word!

Stephanie Rose runs Stephanie Rose
Landscape Design in Encino, Calif. A spe-
cialist in residential garden design, her pro-
jects often include collaboration with custom
pool builders. If you have a specific question
about landscaping (or simply want to ex-
change ideas), e-mail her at sroseld@earth-
link.net. She also can be seen this season in
four episodes of “The Surprise Gardener,”
airing Tuesday evenings on HGTV.
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ust as every garden should reflect the

aesthetic values of its owners and ac-

commodate their lifestyle preferences, so

too every watershape should reflect the

nature,purpose and “meaning”of the gar-

den it inhabits.

If it’s a Victorian garden, then the wa-

tershape should be of similar style – per-

haps a blend of formal and natural ele-

ments with stone or brick accents. If the

theme is “wild, romantic tangle,” then

cascades, blossom-laden pools and ram-

bling roses may be in order. For its part,

a simple, paved court may call for a

raised fountain.

As a designer and builder of landscapes

with a particular appreciation for water

– and as one who has worked for the last

ten years in the New York City area – I

have been critically concerned with com-

prehending the principles of landscape

and watershape design for small spaces.

When built from scratch, the water-

shape in a small garden should be seen as

an integral component of the landscape

– either as an accent or as a focus around

which the garden is arranged. If the land-

scape is already there, then I let it guide

the design of the watershape. Then, be-

yond basic design, there’s also the “how”

of it all and the selection of materials most

suited to creating the desired effects and

impressions.

To illustrate these approaches, let me

start with two landscapes – completely

different arrangements in distinct styles

that create entirely different effects, but

both of which support the use of a raised

fountain – and then follow up with dis-

cussions of two others that bring the is-

sues I’m defining into sharp focus.

Great things can be achieved in small
spaces,says landscape architect and
watershaper Keith Davitt,who works
mainly in the urban surroundings of
Brooklyn, N.Y. Well accustomed to
making the most out of areas that
many designers would consider too
confining, he focuses on selecting
and juxtaposing key elements of
plant,hardscape and water to create
harmonious, relaxing environments
– as this tour of a quartet of his
projects demonstrates.

By Keith Davitt

WATERsHAPES � SEPTEMBER 2000



A NATURAL SANCTUARY
This first landscape, seen before work

began (A), is now lushly organic and
meant to be reminiscent of the owners’
homeland of Nicaragua (B). Active busi-
nesspeople, they wanted a natural sanc-
tuary in their little rear plot – a place in
which they could escape the modular
rooms and hard surfaces of their daily lives.

The key to success in designing for any
space – and for small ones in particular –
is achieving a balance of the elements that
make up the garden. If you get it right,
the space is comfortable, evocative and
attractive. If you don’t, you end up with
disunity and confusion.

Though small in size, this private re-
treat gives them a variety of soothing sen-
sory experiences. And even though the
garden is only 18 feet by 30 feet, it does-
n’t feel confining.

The curving, dry-laid stone wall is one
important factor. Straight lines are in-
stantly taken in by the eye, forcing us to
acknowledge the limits of the space they
define. They also can be rigid and unin-

spiring, and the hard corners created by
straight lines are generally uninviting. By
contrast, curves create a sense of motion.
They are soft and add interest, while the
scooped-out bends are inviting and en-
hance the sense of usable space.

The wall sets up fundamental divisions
of the space – a key issue of balance in
small gardens. Had the planting areas
been made larger, the living areas would
have felt too confined. Had the planting
areas been smaller,the hardscape elements
would have become too dominant, ren-
dering the scene both uncomfortable and
even sterile. As it is, there is an ample liv-
ing area with a richness of plantings that
carries numerous and repeating har-
monies as well as contrasts in form,foliage
and flower.

Detail is another important tool for en-
larging small spaces. Gardens are visual
scenes, but they also are scenes that are
experienced. Detail,however introduced,
adds dimension and interest, expanding
the impressions the garden makes. In this
garden, I’ve used distinctive plant com-

binations to perform this function.
With its rounded leaves, the variegat-

ed Hydrangea both harmonizes and con-
trasts with the blade-leafed, variegated
Iris. For its part, the variegated Cornus
harmonizes in leaf color with both of
those plants while contrasting with the
dark, glossy-leafed Ilex cornuta. Below,
the low spreading Gaultheria procum-
bens and the variegated Liriope repeat
these foliage effects on a smaller scale.

This whole luxuriance of flora grows
behind, within and spills over the top of
the stone wall. It creates pleasing textur-
al contrasts – again, adding dimension
through detail.

The watergarden is a natural adjunct
to the overall design motif and an ex-
tension of the dry-laid stone wall. It was-
n’t “fit into” the garden design; instead,
it grew out of it and, with its rock, water
and plants, reflects the garden back upon
itself. It is not specifically a focal point,
but instead is an integral and harmo-
nious component of the landscape. The
motion and sound of water trickling

WATERsHAPES �SEPTEMBER 200024
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down rocks and the vision of colorful
Koi gliding among the water lilies also
add depth to the garden, contributing
further to the sensory experience the
owners craved.

CURVACEOUS CHARM
The second landscape also was built in

a small yard, has a raised fountain and is
a natural result of the overall design – but

here the watershape is clearly the garden’s
focal point.

The drive behind this landscape was
our desire to capture a convivial, endur-
ing whimsy that was inherent in the site
but had not been exploited, as the “be-
fore”photograph shows (C). Those qual-
ities are now supported by the curvy,
rolling brick walls, the scooped-out/built-
in seating areas and the hand-carved an-

imal tiles and family members’ names
built into the walls (D).

The space was designed for use by
two little girls who love to play out-
doors and throw tea parties – and by
their parents, who thrive on outdoor
living. This landscape, I think, gives all
of them what they wanted from their
garden (E).

The brick fountain, with its frog spout

C D

E

Continued from page 24



and water-themed tiles (F), is truly the
heart of the garden. It’s the first place
people go when they enter the space and
a focal point from almost everywhere
within it. But it’s not visually in-
escapable: If you simply want to sit qui-
etly and listen to the sound of falling wa-
ter, the built-in brick-and-bluestone
bench behind the fountain offers that
experience, shielded by a rose arbor and

the cascading branches of a weeping
cherry (G).

The space is not more than 30 feet by
17 feet, but because of the design ele-
ments – the division of space, the curves
and undulations, the small spaces with-
in spaces, the details of tiles, stone and
unusual plant combinations – the gar-
den feels ample. And the fountain lends
the garden a vibrancy and charm that

echoes throughout the space.

CLASSIC VICTORIAN
Now let’s move on to a discussion of

a small garden done in a specific style –
in this case,Victorian. Characterized by
natural materials romantically composed,
Victorian gardens can be among the most
beautiful of all spaces to see and most
pleasurable in which to be.

F

G
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They also can be lots of fun to build.
I really enjoy working with elements such
as redwood deckings, bluestone patios,
dry-laid stone walls, stone planters, lat-
tice fences and rose arbors – as I did in the
project seen in the next sequence of pho-
tographs.

As seen in a snapshot taken before work
began (H), the space was long and nar-
row, so I divided it into three “rooms,”
thus building a sense of spaciousness and
intrigue. A long, narrow garden is static,
apprehended all at once and consequently
uninteresting. Divided into rooms in this
way, the viewer takes in other portions of
the garden – but from no single spot can
the entire garden be seen at once: There’s
always some promising place to go and
thing to see “just over there.”

The upper room,accessed directly from
the house,features the redwood deck flow-
ing down to a private patio area overhung
with Birch and Japanese Maple (I). The
customer wanted this to be a relaxed,eas-
ily accessible area, intended primarily for
family members to drink their coffee,have
a quiet lunch or enjoy an intimate dinner.

I also wanted this room to have its own
watershape. Keeping with the informal
motifs of this area,I built a small fish-and-
lily pool in a natural, free-form design
with a small flow of water over river rocks.

From this room, one sees through a
rose arbor and into a larger,more formal
room and a semi-formal watergarden em-
bedded like a dais in a field of lawn and
plantings. This central room serves as an
outdoor,scaled-down grand hall or pavil-
ion, offering a classical Victorian experi-
ence — that of stepping from a modest,
low-ceilinged room into a spacious,
sumptuously ornate environment.

There are blossom-bedecked, stone-
faced planters on the left, a dry-laid stone
wall on the right (also richly planted) and
a low, arching wall straight ahead. Here
is the dining area for larger parties,a gath-
ering area for groups or simply a room
for quiet enjoyment and wandering. And
once you’re in the room, the watershape
draws you in further, becoming the focal
point of the landscape (J).

The fountain itself is classic Victorian:
an oval-shaped, inground pool lined in
stone with an arch-shaped stone wall be-
hind it – one that harmonizes with the

H

I
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low retaining wall and from which water
pours,catching both the eye and ear from
the first room onward. Dead center and
the most readily identified component of
the garden, this fountain captivates the
viewer at the same time it makes him or
her curious about what awaits in other
rooms and spaces.

A ROMANTIC INTERLUDE
The “wild, romantic tangle” I men-

tioned earlier was how the client described
what they wanted in the fourth and last
landscape I’ll discuss here.

How I was to achieve that tangle was,
happily, left entirely to me. By the time
I was finished, the project seen in the “be-
fore”shot (K), involved bringing in about
300 cubic feet of soil, three tons of stone,
a lifting and moving machine, about a
hundred species of plants,countless odds
and ends and a whole lot of hard work.

This is a case in which the garden was
built around the watershape. I con-
ceived of the site as a sort of “ruins”
through which a natural stream runs,
issuing from an Artesian fountain and

L

J

K
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there was no access to the rear except
through the home) and then sculpting
the terrain, we brought in the boulders,
one by one. Through main force, we
wrestled them onto the site – but it be-
came quickly apparent that good place-
ment would require something other
than brute strength.

I thought about it, contacted an iron-
smith and asked for help in building a ma-
chine that could lift the 1,200-pound stones.
The first version crumpled instantly. After

consulting a few more ironsmiths,one di-
rected me to a shipbuilder who repaired
ocean-going vessels. From my design, he
fabricated a machine that would allow me
to lift,swing,pivot and precisely place even
the largest of the stones (M).

In addition to good placement, this
device also allowed me to set the liner
under the rock, obviating the chore of
laying the liner over the large stones,
then covering it over with additional
stone. This was certainly important:
The garden was just 17 feet by 30 feet,
so every square inch was precious. You
may not have thought it possible for this
type of construction to look natural in
so tiny a site, but as you can see in the
photos, it does work.

When planting time finally arrived, I
set off for the nursery with a big truck and
a small list with a few plants the clients
particularly wanted. For the most part,
however, I prefer to ad lib, looking for ef-
fects rather than specific species.

In this case, I wanted nothing too tame.
I set up a backdrop of deep evergreen
(Arborvitae and Cryptomeria),plants to
arch over the water (dwarf spreading
Hemlock, Berberis, oakleaf Hydrangea)
and background shrubs to grow all into
one another (Viburnum, Camelia, and
Cornus) – along with a few flowering trees

flowing into a natural pool. (For details
on how the stream came together, see
the sidebar on page 31.)  

Shown here just after planting and be-
fore placing a few more artifacts of an-
cient destruction – a piece of column, a
broken capital and such – you can see
how, as the plants grow in, the space will
align with the owners’ desires (L).

Important to this landscape is the
“how”: After bringing in 600 bags of soil
(remember, these are city dwellings, and

M

L



(weeping Cherry), a bunch of vines and
countless perennials.

It took us seven months to build this
garden, including time spent in resolving
some of the how-to issues and accom-
modating some specific client wishes. We
had the stream completely built and look-
ing great, for example,when the client re-
quested more activity in the upper stream
(N). We took it apart and started over.

To sum up, we began from a theme,
translated that into a concept, built the
primary element and let the rest of the
garden grow up around it. By this time
next year, as the climbing Roses, the
Wisteria, the Lilac, the Honeysuckle, the
Viburnum,the ferns and ninety-odd oth-
er species of woodsy, rambling plants
grow in, we should indeed have a “wild,
romantic tangle” with a magical stretch
of water flowing through it.

As we moved along, even I wondered
if we would be able to produce the results
we were after in these cramped quarters,
but on balance I think it works. More im-
portant, the clients wholeheartedly agree.
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Making Magic
A big part of the “how” of creating the

“wild, romantic tangle” my clients want-
ed in their small yard revolved around the
task of setting up the stream and the riv-
er rocks.  

I spent the better moments of my child-
hood sailing sticks down streams, and I sup-
pose I picked up something of how streams
look and water flows in the process.  Although
this is a skill you can learn, it isn’t something
I can teach here – although I’ll share some
principles I always apply in building streams.

First, if a stone is to be in water, it should
show signs of water wear – smooth or
rounded and placed in such a way that its
curves parallel the flow of the water.  Notice
my waterfall stone, for example:  I searched
long and hard for that rock, and it works won-
derfully.  Too many waterfalls I’ve seen have

water flowing over rock recently hacked from
the bones of a mountain and never before
visited by so much as a raindrop.  That just
won’t do it for me.

Second, no matter how small, elevation
changes (my client calls them “cascades”)
are crucial to conveying the feeling of a nat-
ural stream.  But they’re a real challenge to
build when, as in this case, you do your shap-
ing without the aid of concrete or foam.
Fortunately, my foreman has a knack for fold-
ing liners up the backs of stones and cover-
ing with other stones – completely hiding
the liner while forcing the water over the top
of the lead stone.  

Third, pay attention to aural effects.  The
sound a whole series of cascades makes is
a real delight – and another key to creating
the impression of a natural stream.

– K.D.

N
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ost watershapers and their
businesses have been (or at
some point will be) exposed

to some form of litigation. We do indeed
live in a litigious society,and if you have yet
to experience this sad reality at close hand,
just wait a while: It’s the nature of the con-
tracting business,and your turn almost cer-
tainly will come.

Doing battle in a courtroom has often
been described as the world’s most expen-
sive indoor sport,one about a half step away
from hand-to-hand combat. It’s stressful,
costly in time and money, incredibly dis-
tracting and generally no fun at all. In my
own experience, litigation is the ultimate
in misery and frustration: Even when you
win,you walk away feeling like you’ve been
through some kind of meat grinder.

None of us like it, but the simple
fact is that contractors of all sorts
– watershapers included – are all
too often hauled into court to de-
fend their actions.  To aquatic con-
sultant Curt Straub, this process
of resolving conflicts in front of a
judge is costly, painful – and almost
completely avoidable.  Here, he of-
fers a powerful alternative that can
help designers, engineers and
builders avoid the courtroom doors. 

Who Needs

Litigation?

M
By Curt Straub
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In an effort to stave off the costly, time-
consuming, unpredictable and generally
unsatisfying outcomes that all-too-often
arise through the conventional judicial
system,many companies have been turn-
ing in recent years to Alternative Dispute
Resolution. In fact, this trend has so much
momentum and respect that Congress
passed the Alternative Dispute Resolution
Act and the President signed it into law
in October 1998. This legislation man-
dates that all federal courts must develop
and implement ADR programs.

I’m not always in support of things our
government does, but in this case, I be-
lieve strongly that ADR programs and oth-
er mediation strategies can help all of us
lift the burdens of litigation from our lives.

A BETTER WAY
You don’t have to have been a water-

shaper for very long, or, for that matter,
have participated in any other construc-
tion trade, to know that lawsuits lurk
around too many corners. The web of
contractors suing subcontractors,home-
owners suing designers and contractors
and suppliers – and, generally, everyone
suing everybody else – has become an un-
fortunate part of the industry’s fabric and
psyche.

At times, it seems the lawsuit mentali-
ty is habitual, something we do reflexive-
ly and without hesitation – and I think
that should stop. But how?  Well, I believe
it is in our individual and collective in-
terest to do everything we can to elimi-
nate as many legal actions as possible –
and that means finding other ways to re-
solve our differences.

In a previous article (October 1999,
page 46), I discussed the practice of part-

nering as a method for forming alliances
among designers, engineers and con-
tractors that can be used to streamline the
work on a given project and provide a
positive environment for the solving of
problems as they arise. Although I firm-
ly believe that partnering is a wonderful
way to stack the decks in your favor, there
is no doubt that, for all of the best inten-
tions, there are still going to be conflicts
that require outside resolution.

ADR offers a number of options in
that respect, the three most common of
which are negotiation, mediation and
arbitration – and all of which can be used
effectively before you reach the court-
house steps.

� Negotiation is the most common
option,one that is used daily by just about
everyone in one way or another. In this
(typically) informal process, parties en-
gage in a personal, face-to-face “give and
take” to resolve disputes.

The only problem with negotiation,
and one that sometimes results in unsat-
isfactory outcomes, is that it’s not as easy
as it seems and the parties involved often
do not take the time to prepare properly.
(How to prepare for negotiation is a long
topic unto itself – and the subject of a fu-
ture article.) 

Suffice it to say for the moment that
proper preparation means close exami-
nation of the issues at hand,with an open
mind as to how and where you can bend
a little for the sake of a positive outcome.
In other words, it means looking in spe-
cific terms what is and isn’t important to
you as well as setting aside your anger or
at least holding it in check for the dura-
tion of the process.

� Mediation is the process of allow-

I believe it is in our

individual and 

collective interest
to do everything we

can to eliminate
as many legal 

actions as possible
– and that means

finding other ways

to resolve our 

differences.  
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Setting a Tone
The key to making alternative dispute res-

olution work is having an upfront agreement
that the parties involved in the project will
seek out those alternatives rather than take
the case to court.

Included here is a form I use that like-
ly can be modified for use just about any-
where – although having an attorney re-
view the document for compliance with
state and local laws would be more than
slightly advisable.

– C.S.

April 1997
Curt Straub

Aquatic Consultants, Inc.
P.O. Box 9254

Shawnee Mission, KS 66021









When coherent sheets of
water fall gracefully from
a height and down into
just about any pool,spa
or basin,you can bank 
on the fact that 
onlookers will be hooked.
The effect is a true feast
of sight and sound,says
waterfall supplier Maria
Hetzner,and it’s well
within reach of any 
watershaper. Here,she
briefly explains what
makes these systems
tick,then conducts a tour
of a variety of sheet-fall
applications in both 
residential and 
commercial settings.

Falling WaterFalling Water
By Maria Hetzner
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s customer demands continue to push the creativity
of watershapers to new limits, industry profession-
als need to stay atop the trends – and nudge those
of us on the supplier side to new levels of creativi-
ty as well.

In some cases, this means learning how to construct new en-
vironments,such as the vanishing edges and beach entrances so
many clients now want. In other cases, this expanded creativity
comes from a need to know what products are available from
manufacturers.

Although once they were the product of on-site construc-
tion skills, sheeting waterfalls now fall largely into the catego-
ry of manufactured fixtures. This means that watershapers no
longer need to worry about fabricating their own manifolds
and nozzles,because these precision products are widely avail-
able over the counter and offer great versatility and crowd-
pleasing visual effects – all at a reasonable cost.

LOOKING BACK
The manufacturing of sheeting waterfall components began

in the early 1980s when our company,Custom Cascades, intro-
duced stainless steel components that could be purchased off the
shelf and installed in the field with ease. These early products ini-
tiated a rapid developmental process that’s seen the introduction
of several generations of products – an important line of tech-
nological advances that continues to this day.

Before these products came along, achieving good sheet-
ing effects with water was no simple task. Builders had to de-
sign and create their own manifold and nozzle assemblies us-
ing formed concrete rigged with metal baffles and weirs. Getting
things right required either luck (never reliable enough) or a
truly advanced understanding of waterfall hydraulics. It also
called for working with much tighter tolerances than most
builders were accustomed to observing.

The specialized level of expertise required meant that the
sheeting waterfall was beyond the technical ability of many wa-
tershapers and out of reach price-wise because of the special-
ized technical skills required. Of course, there were sheeting
waterfalls before 1980, but they were much more difficult to
build than they are now.

With the advent of prefabricated sheeting-water fixtures,
more and more contractors were able to provide these effects
in a broad range of designs in applications ranging from the
most elaborate commercial watershapes to simple backyard
projects.

Ease of installation freed watershapers to push the envelope,
get more creative in their designs and develop all new ap-
proaches to using sheeting water. Twenty years later,we’ve seen
literally thousands of innovative applications across a broad
range of installation types and pricing levels.

The original units were much larger than they are now and
came only in stainless steel. Now, they come not only in stain-
less, but also in PVC, ABS (in a variety of colors), copper and
brass. A number of suppliers have gotten involved as well,
calling their products out by a variety of names that all boil

A
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down to the same basic purpose: the
even disbursement of water across a lin-
ear nozzle to create the familiar sheeting
waterfall effect.

LIQUID GLASS
In theory, sheeting effects are simple

to attain: Water flows into a manifold
system in which internal baffling forces
water to the lip or nozzle area in an even
flow pattern.

Making that happen effectively, how-
ever, is anything but simple. A big part of
the technical challenge is that you need
to know as you begin just how far the wa-
ter can fall from a given fixture while re-
maining intact – that is,how high you can
go without breaking the sheet.

Our standard plastic models are de-
signed to provide three feet of an unbro-
ken sheet of water flowing at 10 gallons
per minute per linear foot. Stainless steel
models can provide up to six feet of un-
broken water at 30 gpm. Larger lip open-
ings and manifolds can be used to create
falls over an even greater drop.

When placed above the recommended
height, the water tends to break up (espe-
cially in outdoor installations where pre-
vailing winds are an issue), thus creating
increased splashing and noise. This can
be acceptable where the view is strictly
from the fall side and where the increased
noise and splash patterns are taken into
account – but that’s not always the case.

The advantage of pre-manufactured
components is that guesswork is largely
removed from the process: You know the
tolerances and ranges right up front and
can plan accordingly. You know the per-
formance specifications, the required wa-
ter flow and the size of the device itself.

Not having these factors left to chance
means that contractors can install these
systems with reliable results – and leave
the engineering part of the design to the
manufacturer.

Recent years have seen a real expansion
in the number of available fall configu-
rations. There are radius falls in convex
or concave forms,compound radius falls,
extended lengths, corner units, raindrop
falls, lighted falls and more. Customized
units also are available as manufacturers
work with watershapers in figuring out
ways to create specific effects.

Technical considerations aside,howev-
er,what’s most exciting about sheeting wa-
ter is the striking aesthetics you can achieve
with these units. The play of light in sheet-
ing water speaks for itself,and so does the
crystalline transparency of the wall of wa-
ter as it draws the eye and,as a result,high-
lights and emphasizes various architectural
and design elements of both the water-
shape and the surrounding structures.

It’s also true that sheeting water is great
fun. In pools and spas, for example,sheets
of water are extremely interactive, invit-
ing kids and adults alike to swim beneath
the curtain and look back through the
distorting layer of falling water. And these
features create a wonderful noise, uni-
form and soothing and highly effective at
masking the noise from equipment pads
or nearby traffic.

Descriptions alone don’t do many wa-
tershapes justice, and that’s certainly the
case here. That in mind, let’s take a brief
pictorial tour of some projects, all by way
of demonstrating the versatility of these
waterfalls and setting up a spot for them
on the palette of possibilities available
to watershapers.
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Helpful Tips
Pre-fabricated waterfall fixtures are easy to use, but there are a few points of information that will

help steer you clear of trouble:
� Keep all plastic units out of extreme heat or direct sunlight for extended periods.  If left

exposed, they may bend or warp and won’t work properly.
� If a unit has debris in the lip area, be careful not to remove the attached ribs as you clean:

This can result in a collapsed lip. 
� Keep all plaster and gunite away from the lip area:  Any particles left on the surface of the

fall will interrupt the sheet-like flow. 
� If using a metal fixture, be sure to extend the lip beyond the face of the surface wall.  This

will allow the water to drop into the reservoir as opposed to dripping down the face of the wall. 
– M.H.

Right In Line
This spectacular swimming
pool/waterfall combination –
by Ron Gibbons Swimming
Pools of Islip Terrace, N.Y. –
provides a perfect example
of how dramatic a simple,
straight line of sheeting wa-
ter can be. The fall in this job
is created with a single 23-
foot-long stainless steel lip
and drops 4-1/2 feet into the
pool below. When viewed
from the fall side (as shown
here), the linear quality of the
fall echoes and accentuates
the classic rectilinear archi-
tecture of the home. From
the driveway above the fea-
ture, the effect is of the water
flowing beneath the roadway
and falling into the pool.



A Modern Edge
This commercial waterfea-
ture, built by Prestige Pools
of Las Vegas,  makes use of
a similarly extended line of
sheeting water – but with an
entirely different aesthetic out-
come. The clients, owners of
a commercial horse ranch,
wanted a distinctly modern-
looking feature with clean
lines and a near-monolithic
appearance. In this case, not
only does the sheeting wa-
terfall echo the stark geome-
try of the installation and
serve as the visual center of
the waterfeature, it also pro-
vides a refreshing sound of
running water in the midst of
the often-scorching Nevada
desert.
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Gentle Curves
A set of three (slightly radiused) 2-
foot falls follow the contours of an el-
egant canal that surrounds this is-
land spa. But unlike the first two
projects shown here in which the
sheeting fall is a dominant visual fea-
ture, Crowder Construction of
Walnut Creek, Calif., used the falls
in this case as an accent – a device
for adding visual and aural interest
and texture to a spectacular resi-
dential installation. Lucky bathers
can float around the spa and get wet
by passing beneath these simple
falls.

A Splashing Racket
Here’s an unusual application of a
sheeting waterfall: The owner/
builder took two 8-inch units and di-
rected the flow onto two steel scup-
pers about a foot below. The result
is an indoor waterfeature that makes
a tremendous amount of clatter –
not my first choice for a way to use
sheeting water, but illustrative of the
range of effects you can create by
thinking outside the box with these
watershaping components.

Night Lines
This spectacular backyard project,
completed by Wise Pools of Conroe,
Texas, winds up this quick tour by re-
vealing the beauty and drama that
can be gained in what can easily be
called a “typical” sheeting waterfall
installation. The falls were set in
raised bond beams and staggered
to provide a meandering focal point.
The radius falls harmonize with the
fan-shaped geometry of the pool and
further echo arcs expressed in the
steps, planters and grass-filled
spaces in the decking.

52 Continued on page 54





54

Sculpting an Arc
The “arc fall” is a souped-up alternative
to the sheeting waterfall. In this truly spec-
tacular backyard spa, Aquatic
Technologies of San Juan Capistrano,
Calif., incorporated the waterfall fixture in
a sculpted structure that borders on mod-
ern art. To be sure, arc falls requires a fair
amount of engineering based on the unit’s
ability to work at zero elevation; the im-
portant point to note is that this effect of
pushing the water further into the water
environment is readily attainable using
off-the-shelf products.

Cascade Steps
For this project, Crowder Construction de-
vised a more elegant approach to using
the sound qualities of sheeting water. The
customer wanted a soothing rush of noise,
combined with a visually striking archi-
tectural detail. The sheeting water in this
case creates a perfect disbursement of
water over the tile steps, guaranteeing a
uniform, all-encompassing flow. (This uni-
formity of flow also offers big advantages
in creating naturalistic flows that roll over
cascades of faux rock or real stone.)
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here is no doubt about it – during the later years of the
19th Century, Thomas Edison was “Mr. Electric” in this
country, and the electricity he promoted was direct cur-
rent (DC). Last month, we took a look at the shortcom-
ings of his DC system versus the alternating current (AC)

distribution system that now serves us all so well. Now let’s take
a look at the personalities involved.

In 1876,using monies gained from his invention of the stock
ticker,Edison established the world’s first industrial-research labo-
ratory in Menlo Park,N.J. Edison referred to this establishment as
his “invention factory”and announced that he would produce a
minor invention every ten days – and a “big trick”every six months.

He soon had as many as 40 projects going simultaneously, most-
ly relating to things electric, and was submitting patent applica-
tions for as many as 400 items per year. (His final total is impres-
sive: 1,093 patents issued in his name, a record that still stands.)

The Biggest Trick
After witnessing several demonstrations of arc lights in late

1878, Edison announced that he would invent a safer, less-trouble-
some source of light that would replace the gas and coal-oil lamps
then providing light to the world’s homes, shops and factories.
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By Jim McNicol

A Productive Rivalry
After a 14-month period during which he experi-

mented with more than 600 different configura-
tions, Edison introduced the carbon-filament light
bulb – powered by a high-voltage DC dynamo of his
own design.

It was just what the world wanted, and within three
years Edison’s company was building a power station
in downtown New York and running wires to several
hundred customers. All of this was with DC electricity.

A new name enters the story in 1884: Nikola Tesla ar-
rived in New York from his native Croatia with four
cents in his pocket and a letter of introduction to
Edison. Edison gave Tesla a job,but it wasn’t to last long.

It is difficult to imagine people with as little in
common as these two. Tesla, for instance, was
schooled as an engineer at several of Europe’s finer
universities and was fluent in five languages, while
Edison had only three months of formal schooling
and three years of home teaching from his mother.

Given his training, Tesla approached technical
problems by applying theory and mathematical con-
cepts, while Edison used the brute-force approach of
experimentation in hopes of finding an answer. Tesla
was a fastidious dresser and meticulous in his person-
al habits, whereas Edison was a tobacco chewing,
spit-on-the-floor slob, seldom bathing and often
sleeping in his clothes because he believed that
changing them caused insomnia.

Their greatest difference, however, was simply that
Edison was a dedicated DC man, whereas Tesla be-
lieved that AC was the way of the future.

Both men had very strong views in this respect.
Tesla had worked out most of the details for AC gen-
eration and distribution and the design of AC mo-
tors. Edison knew little of AC and, not understand-
ing the more complex theories involved, dismissed it
as “work of the devil.”

On His Own
Tesla soon realized that he wasn’t going to get a lot of

encouragement from Edison on the development of
his AC concepts, so he began the preparation of patent
submittals for a complete AC system on his own.

In 1887, Tesla filed for seven patents covering AC

TT
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