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There’s a fascinating conceptual relationship between man-made bodies of wa-
ter and those created by nature.

On the one hand, the most accomplished watershapers in the world know that
it’s not possible to completely replicate the beauty of nature, no matter how effec-
tive or sensitive the mimickry. On the other, by using nature as model and inspira-
tion, they know it’s possible to work with specific features of natural bodies of wa-
ter and enhance the appeal of the human environment.

When you look at the relationship, it’s pretty easy to stop right there and roll with
the fact that what’s natural is natural and what isn’t never will be – but I think there’s
a much deeper set of connections here that more closely intertwine natural bodies
of water with those created by human beings.

Several years ago, I wrote a long feature article for another magazine in which I
interviewed all sorts of people and asked them where and when their passion for wa-
ter had begun. Some were watershapers,some were famous aquatic athletes,and oth-
ers were consumers who had spent large dollars on recreational or decorative water.

To a person, each one told me that their passion for water had been engendered
by youthful experiences in lakes, river, streams and oceans – natural water – and I
was later accused of expending more than 4,000 words to explain the 20-word idea
that man-made water exists because our relationship to natural water can never be
severed by geography, climate or distance.

When a family camps by a river or spends the day at the beach or goes fishing in
a lake, the desire for water is first established, then reinforced. In this way, natural
bodies of water stoke the demand for watershapes. Likewise, watershapes remind
us and celebrate the fact that water in natural forms delights and inspires almost
everyone on the planet.

That’s about 250 words to explain why, from time to time, we run features about
natural bodies of water. Whether you’re drawing design ideas directly from Mother
Nature or simply allowing her to inspire you in more subtle ways, the influence of
natural water is invariably there on some level. And I would argue the truth of that
statement even with designs that are distinctly architectural or geometric in nature.

In this issue, you’ll find “The Soul of the River” (page 42). It’s by Hal Hagen, a
specialist in the art of natural river and stream restoration, and explains the meth-
ods his firm uses to restore aquatic ecosystems that have been depleted for any of
a number of reasons. He also relates how the lessons he’s learned in natural rivers
have informed his work in built environments.

Hagen’s work is unique in the way it thoroughly blurs the lines between the nat-
ural and the artificial. To be sure, there are practical lessons to be pulled from his
discussion – particularly having to do with the way he artfully and deliberately speeds
and slows the flow of water to create habitats for fish and other aquatic life forms.
But there’s also a distinctly emotional and even spiritual component to the work.

In recognizing the value of natural waters and devising ways to enhance them,
Hagen and others who work to save or restore natural environments demonstrate
how humankind can apply its considerable ingenuity to the task of preserving nat-
ural waters for others to enjoy. In the process, these professionals ensure that future
generations will have the chance to fall in love with water, just as we all have.

Watching Rivers Run
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’ve always been excited by innovation. I place creativity high on my list of
aspirations and priorities in my own business,and I think my life gets most
interesting when I’m involved with people who are similarly attuned to this
desire to do and try new and interesting things.

Fortunately, I’ve had the benefit in my career of associating with highly
innovative people who’ve shared their creative processes with me, taught
me a lot and made the ride extremely enjoyable – and fruitful. These ex-
periences have filled me with my own desire to be out front with innova-
tive and creative ideas.

I often wonder where we would all be if some of us weren’t willing to take
the chances that go hand-in-hand with forging ahead into uncharted aesthetic
and technical territory. I’m certain the world of watershaping, for example,
would be far less interesting – and much less profitable as well.

But for all the high-minded talk that you hear these days about creativ-
ity and “thinking outside the box,” the truth is that many potentially cre-
ative people and companies won’t go very far out on a limb for one simple

reason: Being a front-runner comes with a fee
– a fee known as risk.

On the Edge
To be creative in any walk of life, you must be

willing to take chances, and that means you’re
almost guaranteeing that at some point along
the way you’re going to miss the mark. But that
doesn’t much matter, because it’s these people
who define the future not only for themselves,
but for everyone else as well.

One of the most innovative people I’ve ever
met anywhere is my Genesis 3 partner, Skip
Phillips – and I’d say this about him even if we
didn’t have that working relationship to go on.
He’s somebody I’ve always pictured blazing a
trail,way out ahead of the pack,wearing a safari
hat while whacking at gnarled stalks of PVC pipe
with a length of rebar.

Through the years, Skip has become an ac-
knowledged authority on vanishing-edge pools,
and he’s called on to design, teach and consult
about them across the United States and around
the world. His experience with these impressive
structures is a perfect example of what I’m talk-
ing about.

These days, vanishing-edge pools are every-
where, and most contractors are pretty confi-
dent they can carry one off – although there’s a
wide and often-obvious gulf between those who
really know what they’re doing and those who
don’t. There was a time not so long ago, how-
ever, when vanishing edges were on the furthest
cutting edge of swimming-pool design and only
a handful of designers and contractors were will-

Aqua Culture By Brian Van Bower
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ing to take the risk of building what was
perceived to be a difficult design.

Skip was at the forefront of that group
and worked for years at developing and
perfecting the vanishing edge. Although
he has always worked as conscientiously
as possible to avoid problems with his in-
stallations, he’s the first to admit that he
had problems with this particular learn-
ing curve. In fact, Skip also will be the

first to admit he’s still learning and work-
ing to perfect this effect that is now so fa-
miliar to us all.

He recommends some things that just
couldn’t have occurred to anyone without
direct experience,such as redundant check
valves and vacuum breaks to prevent any
chance of equalizing that might cause
flooding. He’s also a big proponent of over-
sized surge tanks as an insurance policy

against catastrophic system failure and as
a means of maximizing hydraulic efficien-
cy. Just these basic observations are golden
to other designers and builders, and what
they mean to the industry and those fol-
lowing in his footsteps cannot be calculat-
ed in terms of either dollars or prestige.

It’s all about his willingness to experi-
ment and take risks,and it’s been a bonanza
for all of us who watch what he does.

Sharing Alike
Another common characteristic of

front-runners is a willingness,even a per-
ceived necessity, to share what they know.

Not all innovators take this approach,
believing that sharing is tantamount to giv-
ing away the store and squandering a com-
petitive edge. Front-runners,however,see
things the opposite way, operating from
the perspective that when they share what
they know with others, the entire trade
benefits and begins to elevate. Just as a ris-
ing tide lifts all boats,so,too,designers and
contractors all benefit from the increasing
sophistication of the industry at large.

Picking on Skip again, I wonder where
the industry would be today if this one in-
dividual had decided to keep secret every-
thing he’d learned about vanishing edges.

There’s no way to know how many of
these striking pools would never have
been built if Skip had declined to par-
ticipate in article after article and stand
up in seminar after seminar to share his
knowledge. I’m certain that fewer con-
tractors would have tried vanishing-edge
construction – and that many of those at-
tempts would have failed as a result of one
miscalculation or another.

The result would have been fewer po-
tential customers interested in vanishing
edges. Odds are, pools would be much
different today had Skip adhered to a pol-
icy of secrecy. Yes,other people have con-
tributed to the process, and suppliers in
particular have responded with technol-
ogy that makes the vanishing-edge de-
signer’s life easier. But I know I’m not
alone in crediting Skip as I’ve done here.

I have another Genesis partner, too,but
again my isolating him as a front-runner
has nothing to do with that relationship.
David Tisherman’s contributions have
been and are so varied and interesting on
so many levels with so many details that

Circle  8 on Postage Free Card
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e’ve spent a lot of time in these columns talking about
ways of adding dimension and interest to gardens by us-
ing different planting styles and arrangements and by
varying color, texture, size, quantity and other planted

features of the design. As yet, however, we haven’t spent any time
at all on one of the easiest and potentially most interesting ways
of giving a design a unique character – one that virtually forces
visitors to remember your garden.

It’s all about containers and accessories.
As simple as it seems, adding containers and other accessories

– anything from simple terra cotta pots or stone benches to elab-
orately custom-built planter boxes or beautifully detailed garden
statuary – can add marks of distinction to a garden composition.
These can be planned from the start or added at any point after
a design is completed. Either way, they serve to draw the visitor’s
eyes or become something to be discovered as he or she wan-
ders through the space.

Contain Yourself

It’s surprising, but many people don’t want to bother
with containers or accessories because they don’t think
they’re worth the cost or effort. But I look at “acces-
sorizing” this way: Would a remodeled bathroom be
complete without towels and towel racks and soap dish-
es?  I think the underlying concept easily translates to a
garden space.

What’s the Use?
I don’t see containers and accessories as random events:

Any of them I place in a garden must be there with some
sense of purpose. Covering a bare spot, for example, or
adding height to a low planting or highlighting an art ob-
ject that is the focal point of the design – these are all good
reasons to include containers or accessories.

As with any other design element, the items you use
should fit well with the garden’s style and work well for the
intended purpose.

A “container,” by the way, is any type of vessel that can
house soil and plants. This includes wooden planter box-
es, ceramic pots, metal flasks, glass bowls – anything your
clients like that fits well into a design. For a cottage gar-
den, for instance, old ceramic plates or pottery that is
slightly broken and can’t be used indoors can add a unique
and unexpected accent that becomes just the right fin-
ishing touch.

There is, of course, a typical error that comes in using
containers around swimming pools in particular: All too
often, people will place a terra cotta planter next to a pool
and plant it with colorful plants – and that’s the end of it,
just something colorful near the pool. Little thought is giv-
en to the long-term appearance of the arrangement, and
even less to how it will survive.

What happens next is that the heat that typically ra-
diates from a pool and its concrete decking will burn the
often-underwatered plants in the container. Try though
they might to save the plants, your clients inevitably will
lose interest in the struggle and end up with a container
with dry soil and dead plants. It’s too heavy to relocate,

As simple as it seems, adding containers and other 

accessories – anything from simple terra cotta pots or

stone benches to elaborately custom-built planter boxes

or beautifully detailed garden statuary – can add marks 

of distinction to a garden composition.  
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’m amazed at how few watershapers keep the size and shape of the average body
in mind or consider the science of ergonomics when they design projects for their
clients. Just think about how much more we can do to increase their comfort
and enjoyment by doing so,particularly when it comes to custom concrete spas.

Take a look at the average spa attached to the typical pool: On a great many
of them, you’ll see a cantilevered deck around the edges.

From the perspective of someone who isn’t conscious of what he or she is do-
ing, this arrangement makes perfect sense. After all, a cantilever here looks just like
the cantilever that works so well as a grab rail around the swimming pool – and
besides, this little “detail” can conceal a variety of imperfections at the critical in-
terface between the watershape’s deck and shell.

Last time I looked,however,human beings aren’t built with a notch in their backs
to match the intrusion of the cantilevered material. Rare indeed is the person who
could lean back and be comfortable in such a spa!  Not only is this lousy design
and quite often a mask for sub-par construction: In the context of a spa intend-
ed purely for comfort or hydrotherapy, it’s also painfully ironic.

Consider the Tub
When you look at the way a bathtub is built, you can’t help noticing the rolled

edge. This feature gives the shell of the tub a measure of structural strength at
the edge – and, more important by far from the bather’s point of view, it’s a com-
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fortable contour for leaning against.
I suggest that watershapers should do

something similar in designing and build-
ing spas. It’s definitely not a new idea:
Manufacturers of self-contained plastic spas
have embraced this tub-like detail for years.
And so should those of us who build spas
out of concrete and masonry materials.

It’s a simple idea,but it’s actually a com-
plex detail when done correctly. To get it
right,you have to work to precise physical
dimensions and plan for the detail from
the start of the project. You must know the
thickness and size of the tile,the width and
number of grout joints, the dimensions of
the trim pieces, the precise width of the
beam: All these measurements come into
play as you specify the size of the vessel.

You also have to pay attention to cop-
ing size and thickness,and everything gets
trickier when you use imported tile: It
will be made using the metric system, so
you have to make the conversion to inch-
es and feet as you go. In other words, this
approach takes precision and planning.

I

Tisherman: Detail 11 By David Tisherman

Necks, Heads and Shoulders

Last time I looked, human beings aren’t
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BODY WORKS
To learn more about the science of er-

gonomics, I suggest reading The Measure
of Man by Henry Dreyfus.  It’s a brilliant
book that defines the science of sizing
common objects for the needs of the hu-
man body.  

– D.T.









Stone is the world’s most enduring building material,
observes designer Bobbie Schwartz – and the history of
its use offers watershapers points of inspiration that
stretch across continents as well as the centuries.  Here,
in the third article in her series on classic stonework,
she surveys the timeless qualities of stone through a
look at more of the great exterior spaces she’s found in
her travels. 
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Whether you choose to replicate old stone
structures or borrow ideas and transplant them
into contemporary designs, there is certainly a
treasure trove of design concepts to be found in
the masterworks of those who’ve gone before us.
Indeed,stone has been the raw material of choice
for many of the world’s greatest architects, land-
scapers and watershapers,each of whom has re-
lied on stone and its timelessness in fashioning
works of beauty.

In the first two articles in this series, we toured
gardens across Europe and North America and
paused to examine walls,footpaths,stairways,stone
structures and more – our objective being to de-
velop an appreciation for common materials used
in very special ways to add distinction and a med-
itative sense of antiquity to garden spaces.

This time,we’ll continue our travels, stopping
by spaces both famous and not so well known
to look at their rock gardens, bridges and, fi-
nally, stone cascades before wrapping things up.
These fresh examples will round out the set of
details that can be added to any watershaper’s
design work – touches that will leave lasting im-
pressions in the minds of those who venture into
the spaces you create in the here and now.

Garden Varieties
I’ve always found it surprising that design-

ers, particularly those who live in areas with
very little rainfall, so rarely take advantage of
an opportunity to do something different and
unexpected by creating rock gardens or
xeriscapes near their swimming pools or oth-
er watershapes.

Much more so than a green garden, these areas
become extensions of indoor space – “outdoor
rooms”in a truer-than-usual sense of the term. Just
as interior spaces are decorated, we need to con-
sider ways to decorate these outdoor spaces. And
stone lends itself beautifully to this inventive process.

To be sure, rock gardens are a popular option
in new gardens,but as I’ve repeated several times
in these articles, the most appealing among them
are those that look old and well established. And
of course,this can only happen when the stone it-
self looks old.

Paul Zammit and Uli Havermann have de-
signed a new residential garden in Toronto that
takes on the mantle of age by using old rock to
retain the soil and create paths and steps through
the garden (Figure 1). Remarkably, their garden
was only two years old at the time I visited it,and
the front half was just about a year old.

The stone, extracted from the nearby coun-
tryside, was hand-selected, piece by piece, for
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Figure 1:  An appearance of great age is lent to this rock garden through
the designer’s selection of stones with the hallmarks of antiquity, including
signs of exposure and encrustations of lichens and moss.

Figure 2:  This raised stonework bed serves as a focal point for the garden,
but it ties into its surroundings because the stone here is the same as the
stone used in the surrounding walls.



shape and color. Havermann specifical-
ly sought out rock that showed obvious
signs of long-term exposure and those
encrusted with mosses, lichens and bits
of twigs, and then laid them so that they
would mirror one another, always keep-
ing the stress lines consistent.

This rock garden happens to be in the
front yard of this property, but it could
just as well be adjacent to a swimming
pool or pond. The marvel is that it looks

as though the stone had been there for
eons and that someone just came along
and built a house. The designers also se-
lected plant material with care, particu-
larly for the front half of the garden, se-
lecting species that would survive on no
more than natural rainfall.

A very different twist on a rock gar-
den is the two-level raised bed at Upton
Grey in England (Figure 2). The bed
is the focal point of a space surrounded

by flower beds, and the fact that the
stone used here is the same as the stone
used in the walls beyond is a nice uni-
fying touch.

In a sense, the Upton Grey rock gar-
den is no more than a glorified planter
of the sort found in gardens all over the
map. Often, structures of this kind look
like the one I saw in a Boston garden,
where a large piece of stone had been hol-
lowed out to serve as a pool and fountain
base (Figure 3). The selection of a clas-
sically themed fountain statue completes
the impression of age conveyed through
the stonework.

Bridge Building
By no means does stonework have to

be small scale or modest to be effective.
Bridges are a case in point where grand
can be wonderful – and they are indeed
among the most striking of all the stone
structures I’ve seen. Where rock gardens
provide something of a sculptural dance,
bridges slow down the impressions to a
more deliberate and contemplative pace.

Even small bridges can make a huge
impression, as is certainly the case with
the beautiful bridges at Stourhead, a for-
mer English estate that is now a National
Trust garden (Figure 4). Such bridges
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Figure 4:  Spanning the water that divides and organizes a large garden space, this artful stone bridge serves a practical pur-
pose while lending a dash of romance. 

Figure 3:  Simple and effective, a hollowed out stone serves as the perfect foil for
a classically inspired fountain statue.



would be difficult to duplicate today be-
cause of the cost; just the same, they sug-
gest ways of organizing and connecting
settings in both space and time that can
be applied in different ways today.

Even minimalist approaches work well
in garden spaces, as can be seen in the
monolithic stone bridge I crossed while
following a stone path at Iford House

(Figure 5). What impressed me most
about this bridge treatment was its place-
ment: Instead of being a direct extension
of the path, the bridge stone was offset,
forcing the walker to contemplate the
scene and not just forge straight ahead.

In this way, the designer at Iford House
used a small and subtle bridge to create a
distinctive focal point. On yet another

terrace, crossing the same body of water
was a different experience: Here, the stone
path was more direct, but the walker still
had to slow down because this time the
stones across the water were uneven.

A contemporary version of this type of
bridge is seen in the cantilevered stone
slabs set over a koi pond (Figure 6). This
has the effect of virtually immersing the

Figure 5:  The offset is the key to
the impression made by this sim-
ple stone bridge.  The walker must
slow down and pay attention to
negotiate the crossing.

Figure 6:  This graceful, contemporary-looking span over a koi pond puts the walker right in the middle of the aqueous environment.
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adventurer within an aqueous environ-
ment. (Although the garden is relative-
ly new and the stone shows little evidence
of antiquity, the combination of shade
and moisture should quickly help it show
some age.)  

Even simpler in concept are a pair of
projects designed by Oehme/van
Sweden in the Baltimore area: One uses

a polished stone slab to traverse a sculpt-
ed corner of a watergarden (Figure 7),
while another features round platforms
that offer a shortcut through the watery
space (Figure 8). Both of these looks are
sculptural and architectural; I can see
making them take on a more natural
cast by using submerged rocks with flat
tops as a substitute.

To be sure, bridges aren’t for every
space,but when the opportunity presents
itself, they can be wonderfully effective
and intriguing.

Stone and Water
Another effective and intriguing use of

stone is in the form of cascades – some-
thing that is probably nearer and dearer
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Figure 8:  Like so many lily pads, round stepping stones carry visitors across this carefully sculpted watershape.

Figure 7:  A monolithic, polished stone slab offers walkers a stylish short-cut across the corner of this watershape.



to watershape designers than any of the other
stonework forms we’ve encountered so far.

We’re all more or less familiar with concepts of
stream-building and waterfall design and are aware of
the use of stone to create naturalistic water effects both
large and small. What interests me in the context of
this article, however, is a different approach – more
sculptural and architectural – to the use of cascading
water in built spaces.

Stone cascades have been with us since antiquity,
probably contemporaneous with early irrigation sys-
tems and certainly they were in wide use by the time
aqueducts served as a means of water distribution. But
artistic usage of moving water really hit its stride in
Europe during the Italian Renaissance, when places
such as the Villa d’Este took the decorative potential of
water to totally new levels of grandeur and inspiration.

From that creative source have come cascades such as
the curvilinear water chain installed in the children’s sec-
tion of the Royal Botanical Garden in Hamilton,Ontario,
Canada (Figure 9). A more formal, architectural (and
less evocative) impression is made at the Garden’s visi-
tor center,where water from arching fountains falls into
a pool before overflowing as two cascades into a lower
pool (Figure 10).
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Figure 9:  Hearkening back to Italian Renaissance models,
the water chain seen here is in a section of a modern botan-
ical garden designed with children in mind.

Figure 10:  The botanical garden
also offers observers this stonework
cascade – an interesting and formal
(but far less engaging) water effect.



Ingenious minds, however, have
created cascades with much more com-
manding presences – the distinctive
quality that makes viewers take second
and third looks. One of these is the pol-
ished stone cascades that are part of the
Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial in
Washington (Figure 11). These cascades
are an integral part of the memorial,
which features stone monoliths en-
graved with FDR’s most powerful words.
Here, stone, words and water work to-
gether to evoke powerful emotions.

The Parc Andre-Citroen, a public gar-
den in Paris that opened in 1992, has a
similarly distinguished and distinctive
cascade: Tiered on a slant (Figure 12), it
faces another cascade that is a simpler
sheet of water – and both work together
to invite eyes and ears to move across the
enclosing berm to the bustling sights and
sounds of the River Seine.
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Figure 12:  This stonework cascade in Paris is designed to draw observers in
– and then transfer their attention from the immediate space to views of the
River Seine beyond.

Figure 11:  The combination of stone, words and water in Washington’s Franklin Delano Roosevelt Memorial shows the po-
tential of cascading water to make strong visual and even emotional statements.
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From the start, this project was meant
to be something truly special – a monument
symbolizing the ambition of an entire com-
munity as well as a fun gathering place for cit-
izens of Cathedral City, Calif., a growing com-
munity located in the desert near Palm Springs.

“The Fountain of Life,” as the project is ti-
tled, features a central structure of three high-
ly decorated stone bowls set atop columns ris-
ing into the desert sky. Water tumbles, sprays
and cascades from these bowls and other jets
on the center structure, spilling onto a soft sur-
face surrounding the fountain. All around this
vertical structure are sculpted animal figures –
a whimsical counterbalance that lends a light
touch to the composition and opens the whole
setting to children at play.

I’ve been building stone fountains for 18
years,and I’ve never come across anything even
close to this project with respect to either size
or sheer creativity. Making it all happen took
an unusually high degree of collaboration on
the part of the city, the artist, the architects and
a variety of contractors.

SETTING UP THE TEAM
Our firm,Casa de Cantera of Oxnard,Calif.,

was hired to provide the carved stone elements.
That seemed a large-enough assignment, but
we soon became involved in the installation as

well in coordination with the general contrac-
tor (who also happens to be my brother), Glen
Dobbs of Fountain & Landscape Enhancements
of Bakersfield, Calif.

The project was the brainchild of Jennifer
Johnson,a designer with the Palm Springs firm
Cock-a-Doodle-Doo Arts. Johnson and the city
worked with the architect, Roe Young &
Associates,also of Palm Springs. By the time we
became involved in 1998,the design team already
had developed detailed drawings and mock-ups.

Everyone involved knew that turning this
grand-scale design into reality would require
a tremendous investment of time and effort in
coordination and negotiation of all the details.
In all, there was a stretch of about eight months
from the time the team was assembled until we
were actually given the contract and the green
light to proceed.

As its name implies, the basic idea is that the
fountain represents the interconnectedness of
life in nature. The central structure includes
three main bowl fountains at different heights,
each level with various jets and cascades, and
portions were to be decorated in colorful mo-
saic tile and other materials. Other parts were
to be left bare, allowing the pale, beige stone to
contrast with the brilliantly colored decorations.

Surrounding this structure are various ani-
mals – ram,turtle, fish, iguana,rooster and rab-

At Play in the F
ountain of Life

Extraordinary

scope and a high level of patient logistical

coordination:  That’s what ‘The Fountain of Life’ project

was all about in its design, engineering and construction phases

– but that’s only part of the story.  The other, says stone mason and

watershaper Eric Dobbs, has to do with playfulness and whimsy

and providing passing children with the opportunity to find

relief from the blistering desert sun.  

By Eric Dobbs



bit – all partially decorated in tile and many
including water jets. The idea is that all of
the animals are drawn to the central stone
structure,which represents the earth or the
water-giving center of life.

In basic,down-to-earth terms,howev-
er, what the various figures and water-
features really offer is a clarion call invit-
ing children of all ages to play and get wet.

TAKING SHAPES
All of the stonework – the central struc-

ture as well as the animal sculptures – is
carved of limestone mined in the vicini-
ty of our factory near Guadalajara,
Mexico. The specific material we used
is known as a light pinion.

After we received the order for the stone
elements,we carefully sized up the pieces
we’d need and went into the mountains
to find the raw material. In all, the quar-
rying crew from our factory spent three
weeks in the mountains,extracting pieces
we thought could be carved into the var-
ious fountain elements. The center ele-
ment alone, we estimated, would take 59
custom-carved pieces.

Believe me,removing pieces of this size
is extremely labor-intensive and is
achieved mostly with hand tools, lever-
age and gravity. In all, we carted approx-
imately one hundred pieces of various
sizes back to our shop.

We started our work using the design-

er’s scale model and the architects’draw-
ings, and the carving alone took more
than five months to complete. Our very
best sculptors, all local craftspeople, fo-
cused almost exclusively on this project
for the duration, and even I was amazed
at their efficiency as the various elements
gradually took shape.

All through this process,we were in con-
stant communication with Johnson, the
architects at Roe Young & Associates and
representatives of the city. Johnson was
particularly helpful, making suggestions
that helped us understand her vision and
keeping us on track. Of particular im-
portance was the information she gave us
on where to provide “relief” in the stone
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Setting a Base: When we arrived on site (A), our first task (among many) involved setting up the substructure to support the massive wa-
tershape.  We used a template to get the positions of plumbing and supporting columns to within tolerances (B and C) for the sub-base.  With
that sub-base in and ready, we set up the metal columns that would support the fountain’s towers (D) and then poured another layer on concrete
to complete the main pad.  Setting one of the columns up at a slight (but structurally dramatic) angle was quite a challenge for crane and crew.

A B

C D



surfaces where she intended to place mo-
saic details: We all wanted the end prod-
ucts to be as smooth as they could be.

Eventually, we were able to pre-
assemble everything at the factory, mak-
ing certain of the fits of connected com-
ponents and also making doubly certain
that the actual work reflected the mod-
el and plans. Once we made the final ad-
justments, we labeled all the pieces with
care, packed them in crates and set up
a truck convoy to cross hundreds of
miles of Mexican highway.

ON LOCATION
By the time we arrived, a holding yard

had been set up near the installation site,
giving us enough room to unload and
organize the pieces of stone. Nearby, a
tent was set up in which Johnson and
her tiling crew began applying the mo-
saics to the stone.

While this big job was under way, we

pre-assembled the center element over
a grid of railroad ties. This enabled us to
slide sheets of plywood beneath the stone
pieces and create an accurate template of
the structure’s footprint. In turn,this tem-
plate would enable us to fix the position
of the element on the construction pad –
a critical need in locating the plumbing
runs as well as the conduits for lighting.

As assembled, the center element
weighs in at nearly 100 tons,which called
for a significant foundation. Structural
engineer Paul Singer, also from Oxnard,
specified a 12-by-14-foot pad,4 feet thick.
Given its sheer mass, we knew there’d be
no chance to go back: Everything had to
be perfectly positioned beneath the foun-
tain structure.

Working with great care and observ-
ing the old carpenter’s rule, “measure
twice, cut once,” we established a center
point in the template and cut holes in the
plywood sheets to pinpoint exact loca-

tions of standpipes that would carry the
plumbing and electrical conduits.

The pad was then set down in two pours,
the first being the most critical in terms of
placement of the conduits, which were
routed through large iron standpipes rang-
ing in diameter from 6 to 14 inches. Once
the lower pad was set and we’d double-
checked the standpipe positions,we poured
the second tier to complete the base.

I’m making this seem like a linear
process, but the truth is that a whole lot
was going on simultaneously. As we built
the pad, we were also digging out the
equipment vault and assembling the
structure while the tile was being applied
to individual components. In addition,
we were doing preliminary work on the
pads and plumbing for the animal sculp-
tures and preparing the deck for applica-
tion of the soft surface material.

Around this whole area, we also set up
for drainage via an encircling gutter sys-
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Layer Upon Layer: Once the foundation was set, we took full
advantage of the fact that the fountain had been completely as-
sembled in Mexico and had been clearly marked to simplify re-
assembly on site (E).  It went up like a layer cake, one level at a
time, and came back together according to plan (F).  At the same
time we were active in building up the central structure, we were
also working on the perimeter drain system and in preparing
the area around the central structure to receive a spongy decking
material (G).

E F

G



tem with a diameter of 60 feet. In effect,
water from the fountains flows freely over
and through the permeable, non-skid
rubbery surface and is directed outward
into the perimeter’s sub-grade gutter.

A LAYERED APPROACH
At last, it was time to install the

stonework.
The center fountain structure was built

as three levels. The first row was laid on
the pad around the standpipes in a loca-
tion precisely established by the template.
Next,slots were cut into the bottom of the
base stones. Here we tied in loops of re-
bar, cemented into place using a special
epoxy/mortar mixture. Now holes were
cut in the tops and sides of the stones for
more rebar that would be used to tie every-
thing together and provide stubs for the

loops we would use to “stitch”this level to-
gether with the one above.

In the first two levels, we’d left a large
void in the center of the stones. Once all
the pieces were positioned and tied to-
gether,we filled the void with poured con-
crete, flush to the top. The second tier was
placed in much the same fashion, all tied
together with rebar and the special mor-
tar and then filled before we moved on to
the third level that crowned the structure.
There’s also a fourth structural section at
the back of the second level from which
a series of interactive spray jets emerge
and drench passersby.

Once it was all put together, the central
structure was really one solid piece. At
that point,we began adding the columns
for the bowls, lowering each over its stand-
pipe. (Note that one of the columns is

tilted, an effect that took some careful
structural planning – and tricky maneu-
vering with the crane.)

Much of the tile had already been
added as we assembled the center element
– and now we all began to see just how
striking the whole composition would be.
We all watched with growing pride and
excitement as finishing touches were
added, including the hammered-brass
palm leaves on the middle column.

The positioning of the animals around
the fountain was not as critical,but by this
time we weren’t leaving anything to chance.
We made templates of the bottoms of each
animal and used those to establish the ex-
act locations in a meeting with the city,the
architects and the designer. Once we’d
staked down those locations, we finished
the plumbing runs and set up supporting
foundations for the animals.

Now it was time to install the surface
material,which is made of a combination
of reprocessed automobile tires and epoxy
resins. The surface is four inches thick at
the center, sloping very gently to three
inches on the perimeter. Water flows out-
ward over and through the spongy ma-
terial, eventually finding its way to the en-
circling gutter.

In the vault, Glen’s crew set two 5-
horsepower pumps that drive all of the
waterfeatures as well as the control pan-
els and plumbing configurations, which
were handled with the help of Fountain
Supply Co.of Valencia,Calif. In all, there
are 35 different water elements with a va-
riety of nozzles and spray effects in a sys-
tem that holds approximately 2,000 gal-
lons of water drawn from a sub-grade
surge tank. Given the desert climate and
large surface area, we set up an auto-fill
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Marks of Distinction: As we were work-
ing away at the structural elements of the wa-
tershape, a crew of tile artisans worked on dec-
orating various components with elaborate,
colorful tile mosaics (H).  Once these compo-
nents were ready (mostly animal forms, but also
some key parts of the central structure), we
moved them to their final spots in the fountain
assembly or on the surrounding deck (I).  

H

I



system to compensate for the expected
rapid evaporation.

LOCAL FLAVOR
Unlike other portions of California that

depend on aqueducts for their water sup-
plies, all of the Coachella Valley’s water is
drawn from local wells that tap a massive
underground aquifer.

Despite the growth in the area, local ge-
ologists assure city leaders that water in
the aquifer will continue to be available in
great abundance,constantly fed by the wa-
tershed in local mountain ranges. As a re-
sult, the communities in this area are fa-
mous for their swimming pools,
water-hungry golf courses and fog-mis-
ters that cool sidewalk cafes and outdoor
pedestrian areas – and this fountain fits
right in.

Dedication ceremonies were held in
July 2000, a gala affair widely covered by
local media. It was great to receive praise
and recognition from the city’s leaders,
but the greatest satisfaction has and will
always come from watching kids frolic
and play. As intended, the fountain has
become a symbol for the community as
well as a popular gathering and play area.

For all of us who participated in this
magnificent project, it will always be a
point of pride.
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Emerging Forms: As all of the various components we’d worked on
through a period of months began to come together in final form (J) – com-
plete with the tile decorations that we’d so painstakingly made allowance
for in our shop in Mexico – we witnessed the arrival of a monument to
the power of water to shape arid spaces (K) and found satisfaction that
comes only in working at the highest levels of creativity, collaboration and
attention to detail. 

A Community Vision
The project seen in the accompanying article grew out of conversations between our

firm, Cock-A-Doodle-Doo Arts of Palm Springs, Calif., and representatives of Cathedral City,
a desert community right near us. 

From the outset, the fountain was intended to depict various aspects of the community’s
life.  Indeed, it’s a metaphorical town square in which, instead of a city hall, court house and
library all facing each other and surrounded by shops, restaurants and homes, one finds sym-
bols of the collective human experience and the forces that lead us to form our communities. 

The base of the fountain is very raw looking.  Gradually, as the structure rises, it becomes
more and more structured and ornate, representing the refinement of society as it grows
and develops its ability to make use of the materials that surround us.  On another level,
one of the pillars is twisted and is decorated with palm leaves.  This is a variant on Corinthian
styling that dates to ancient Greece.  We modernized things, however, by unfurling the
leaves to suggest the more relaxed social climate of today’s world. 

The animals that surround the structure are symbolic as well, representing individuals ex-
isting in a shared environment.  The chickens, for example, represent the tenderness of the
family:  The rooster cares for the hen and the hen cares for the chicks.  It’s lighthearted and
humorous on one level, but poignant and meaningful on another. 

The fact that the fountain is interactive also has significance.  We wanted to show that
people of all ages could play freely here with no negative repercussions.  In providing a
stage for this social experiment, the fountain makes a strong statement about the role in-
dividuals play in society and how they perceive themselves as part of a community. 

And so far, the experiment has worked.  In the 18 months since the dedication cere-
monies, there have been no accidents or vandalism of any kind. 

It’s a joyful and pleasant place to be, and to my mind that makes an extremely significant
statement about community and family.  So whether you’re open to the broad symbolism
or simply want to splash in the water or watch children get wet, the fountain serves its ba-
sic purpose by making you happy!

– Jennifer Johnson

J K
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I live in the Rocky Mountains of Colorado on the banks of the
Arkansas River – a beautiful place and a beautiful river. Within
easy reach of my home, the Arkansas flows swiftly in certain spaces,
cascading over rugged terrain, then slows down in others to form
deep pools that reflect brilliant skies and create a diversity of aquat-
ic habitats.

As I watch the river flow, sometimes I can’t help thinking back to
my days at a trout hatchery and recognizing that if we’d had such a
volume of moving water available to us in our operation, we could
have produced millions more pounds of healthy fish. I’m simply
amazed by the power and complexity of the water I watch, and es-
pecially by its ability to generate life.

At the most basic level, all rivers do is direct a volume of water
down a grade of some kind, creating a tremendous amount of en-
ergy in the process. Where that volume of water is great enough and
swift enough,humankind has learned to turn this abundance of en-
ergy into hydroelectric power. Nature also uses that energy to its own
purposes – and in awe-inspiring ways, as a glance at the sculptural
qualities of a place like the Grand Canyon demonstrates or as any
trout-fishing enthusiast can tell you.

Despite all that power (or perhaps because of it), the life cycles of
rivers can be delicate and their capacity to generate life can, for var-
ious reasons, be diminished. What I do in my work is give the gen-
erative processes a hand by figuring out ways to unleash the energy
carried by the water’s flow and turn it into fish.

The Soul 

The tale of a

river is often told by the life
within it, observes Hal Hagen, the one-time

owner and operator of a fish hatchery who has since

become a specialist in restoring natural waterways.

Here, he explains his unique approach to a highly

specialized form of watershaping – and discusses

how understanding the way nature works in the wild

can  inform, enable and empower those seeking to

replicate it in their man-made streams. 

of theRiver
By Hal Hagen
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WORKING IN THE WILD: In our work on a long
stretch of the Williams Fork River in Colorado, our
aim was to slow the river down enough to encour-
age fish to stay around long enough that kids at a
camp for terminally ill children could drop their
lines and catch some fish.  We added tons of rock
and a variety of subsurface features and widened
the river in places to slow the flow and build up nu-
trient levels.  

Green Transitions
As I mentioned above, I took my first steps

along this path while I was in the hatchery
business.

Traditionally,hatcheries have relied on con-
crete construction to provide artificial en-
vironments in which the fish are reared. Years
ago,however, it occurred to me that this was
probably not the most efficient or effective
approach to growing a “wild-like”fish, so we
started tearing out the concrete and replac-
ing it with natural earthen structures.

After a period of years, we were designing
passive methods for changing energy into
fish. We figured out simple ways to harness
the head pressure in a river (its available en-
ergy) to trap free nutrients in protected habi-
tats that developed forage for fish.

That seems pretty straightforward on a
conceptual level, but the truth is that this is
complex stuff that requires an understand-
ing of hydrology, forage management and
the life cycles and spawning behaviors of
trout. Different-size organisms feed differ-
ent sizes of fish, and every body of water has
different environmental conditions that af-
fect the relationships among nutrients in the
water,bacteria, invertebrate populations and,
ultimately, the fish.

These days, I use many of the techniques
I learned in the hatchery business to restore
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and beautify natural rivers. Ours are big jobs that take months
or even years to complete. In the past decade, our firm has
tackled perhaps a dozen projects – each one different and re-
warding, and each one requiring patience and a willingness to
observe and study the natural environment.

In one project, for example, the challenge may be to find
ways to capture leaf material that’s fallen into the water so it
can decompose and feed the various invertebrate groups that
in turn feed different species of fish. In another, there might
be too much nutrient material in the water, and the challenge
is figuring out how to remove or use it.

In yet another type of project, the challenge may be to de-
crease the negative influence of localized insect control on the
water by finding a means of reducing insecticide runoff into
the flow path.

I’ve also worked on multi-phase projects in which we’ve in-
stalled large gravel-filtration systems on ponds associated with
rivers to remove abundant organic material – and put the di-
verted water to use in irrigating and restoring nearby fields that
needed re-vegetation. In a situation such as that one, nutri-
ents in the water are used to fertilize plants that provide habi-
tats for terrestrial invertebrates, amphibians and birds instead
of limiting fish populations.

Repair and Rebuild
The repair and rehabilitation of streams encompasses many

specific tasks,but the work generally can be broken down into
two broad categories: First, we create habitats where indige-
nous species of aquatic life can flourish. Second, we make the
work look “natural,”both in the water and beyond.

This division of functions is important from the standpoint
of understanding what we’re doing,but it’s not always so clear-
cut: Quite often, things we do on jobs fall into both categories.
If there is one underlying rule it is that form almost always
follows function: A boulder habitat structure in a stream is
functional by providing protected habitats for trout, but the
form or aesthetic appeal is directly related to what it does. It
creates a diversity of stream velocities or breaks up the mo-
notonous nature of a stream.

Consider the issue of the speed of the water. One of the
things you see in natural streams is variation in speeds. As a

result,we spend
a lot of time managing
the rate of flow: There will be
areas where the flow may need to be sped up
a bit by clearing debris or rock structures, while in
other areas, we may want to build rock structures or augment
existing structures in order to slow things down and create
pools in which fish can rest, for example.

In so doing,we’re working toward habitat creation and nat-
uralistic appearance, simultaneously and inextricably.

In other words, varying speed of flow in a stream will give
the work a more natural appearance, because that’s the way
that nature does things, at the same time it will enhance the
function of the entire system. Another example might be plant-
ings along the banks: These additions enhance the natural ap-
pearance of the stream, and at the same time might be nec-
essary to stabilize the slope of the bank or provide a source of
nutrients by virtue of plant material falling into the water.

When you get down to it, many of the key variables we’re
handling tend to relate either to the level of nutrients in the
water (too much or too little) and the speed of the water (too
fast or too slow). But we also address issues of human inter-
action with the water, temperature stabilization and the inter-
action the river has with associated aquifers and other bodies
of water.

Again, these are extremely interrelated outcomes, and how
you achieve the desired effects on a specific project will always
be different, often in stimulating ways.

Care and Feeding
Our approach to stream restoration involves a great deal

of site assessment and planning.
Before we even begin “planning”in specific terms,we’ll spend

time on site studying the stream and the surrounding envi-
ronment. We’ll look at the fall of the stream in terms of drop
versus distance; we’ll quantify width and depth and flow rates;
we’ll track existing fish populations,nutrient levels and any man-
made structures that may be influencing the health of the stream.
All these components are examined over time and taken into
careful consideration as we develop our restoration strategy.

Once we determine what should happen within the system

Varying speed of flow in a stream will give the work a more natural
appearance, because that’s the way that nature does things, at the

same time it will enhance the function of the entire system. 



to achieve the desired outcome, we can go about mak-
ing specific plans. In doing so,we have a number of tools
at our disposal that can be used in a variety of ways.

For example, we can grade a portion of the stream-
or riverbank to slow down or speed up the flow. This
can involve widening the streambed in places – or
changing its depth. On some projects, we’ll look for
ways that we can redirect the flow by adding wooded
material such as a “fallen” log, or enhancing or reduc-
ing rock structures. In many cases, these structures
again serve the purposes of managing rate of flow, pro-
viding locations where nutrients can accumulate and
enhancing the aesthetics.

In terms of creating nutrient resources,one of the most
useful tools we have at our disposal is a gabion basket.
These wire-mesh baskets come in various shapes and
sizes and can contain different materials. At times, we’ll
use rocks of differing particle sizes to increase surface ar-
eas that bacteria and small aquatic animals can colonize.
Or we’ll use formed diatomaceous earth or vermiculite,
depending on the type of habitat we want to encourage.
Without the structure provided by the baskets, most of
these materials would wash down the stream, and there
would be no opportunity for habitat development.

Gabion baskets are typically used in situations where
you want to add or trap nutrients, but they can also be
used to remove certain organisms. Barley straw, for ex-
ample, is a wonderful natural algaecide: In situations
were we want to control large algal blooms in an area,
we may submerge several baskets filled with the mater-
ial to get the job done.

With or without baskets, understanding what kind
of material will remain stationary in the water’s path at
a particular flow rate is very important. If an im-
provement structure is to remain stream-stable, it has
to be able to withstand high water and also remain func-
tional during low flows. Equally important is consid-
eration of how a structure affects stream banks down-
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ON APPROPRIATE SCALES: Not all of the work is on big water-
ways.  In some cases, we’re called in to make adjustments to small
streams – as in the two projects seen here, where in one case
we created a pond along a stretch of a natural stream to create a
fishing hole for a handicapped angler (A and B), and in another,
where we transformed what had once been a drainage ditch into
an environment suitable for trout (C).  

A

B

C



stream or on the opposite bank.
Placement of spawning gravels in an area
with too much or to little stream veloc-
ity, for example, will render the structure
useless.

Case by Case
As I hope the above suggests, each of

our projects is entirely specific to the sit-
uation – so let’s take a look at a couple
of projects by way of illustrating the sorts
of things that can be accomplished in our
restoration projects.

One of the largest we’ve done to date
was on the Williams Fork River, where
we restored a mile-and-a-half stretch of
beautiful riparian area that ran through
a wildlife ranch for terminally ill children.
The problem we faced was a lack of non-
migratory rock in the river channel: The
entire river section, with the exception of
two pool areas, was one long riffle. The
river ran so swiftly that there were very
few areas for fish to stay in the stream
channel, and the problem was com-
pounded by the fact that the stream
banks were being actively eroded.

In short, we had one long stretch of
stream with no fish.

The owners of the property wanted us
to create areas in which the kids could fish,
safely and easily. To accomplish this, we
added large, stream-stable boulders to
create pools; individual holding habitats;
detritus traps; and spawning, fry and fin-
gerling areas. (Some regulatory restric-
tions prevented us from using gabion bas-
kets in this section of the river.)

The river also interacts with a large ri-
parian aquifer that is critical to the ecosys-
tem of the entire area. This interaction is
a positive for any living waterway,because
the aquifer stabilizes water temperatures
and seasonal high and low flows, which
is important in

establishing and maintaining fish habi-
tats.We found,however, that the river bot-
tom was “cemented”to a large extent with
fine sands and silts, which was reducing
the water exchange with the aquifer.

To stabilize the situation,we created in-
filtration areas where the water could get
into the aquifer by building a series of un-
derground channels filled with gravel.
Before long, temperatures along the re-
stored waterway had stabilized: Several
species of invertebrates quickly reestab-
lished themselves, and young fish were
recruited to the spawning areas.

During the initial feasibility study we
conducted, it was observed that a large
upstream irrigation project was remov-
ing half to two-thirds of the river’s water.

(There were times you

could actually watch the water level drop.)
To counter this effect,we built some deep
pools where fish could stay comfortably
during times when the water’s level de-
creased. This also made for several good
fishing spots!

On this project, accommodating the
human element was obviously impor-
tant. We built several pathways to fish-
ing spots that were accessible to kids in
wheelchairs, for example. We also built
a ranch road that enabled vehicles to
come within a few feet of these access
points. As the project neared comple-
tion, I watched a child in a wheelchair
fishing off of a small pier we’d built. The
smile on his face as he reeled in a five-
pound rainbow trout is hard to describe
– and impossible to forget.

WATERsHAPES �OCTOBER 2001 47

Leaving Well Enough Alone
When it comes to landscaping riverbanks, most of our work is aimed at re-vegetation.

We use only indigenous plants and often end up removing certain plants that are intruding
on more natural vegetation. 

For the most part, however, our goal is to leave the edges alone.  
In this sense, what we don’t do can be every bit as important as the steps we take.  In

our work, we most often choose to encourage nature and alter things only to enhance ex-
isting natural processes.  We make adjustments that allow the natural setting to take over
and do the landscaping work for us.

That’s not to say that our general approach is minimalist or small scale.  In some cas-
es, we may end up adding 40 or 50 semi loads of rock to an area – but in ways that aug-
ment what nature is doing with the energy in the stream or river.  Understanding where the
balances are between taking action and leaving well enough alone is one of the sublime
challenges of this type of work. 

There are, however, certain lines we will not cross:  We’ll never try to achieve our ends
by introducing chemicals, for example, be they artificial nutrients or toxic chemicals such
as algaecides.  Nor will we transplant animal or plant species into unnatural settings.
This in particular is a measure that can lead to unexpected results that will almost always
be negative.

Bottom line:  We do not rip, tear or shred. Our goal is to work so seamlessly with nature
that it will take over and do the work for years after we’ve gone away.  Yes, we’ll feed fish
for a time to encourage them to stay in an area, but only until the cycle that will naturally
feed the species becomes established.

– H.H.

Even when you’re working with a limited amount of energy in terms
of water flow, you can create wonderful, naturalistic 

resources by working with nature. 



Less or More
Other projects we’ve tackled haven’t

been quite so extensive, but they’ve all
been rewarding.

In one of these projects,we took a small
stream on property owned by a family
that wanted to provide a place for a hand-
icapped relative to fish. It was a margin-
al little stream that was moving way too
fast to support any kind of population of
large fish. Rather than try to dramatical-
ly widen the stream,we used gabion bas-
kets to develop food supplies for large for-

age organisms that would in turn feed
bigger fish.

To accommodate the large fish, we
crafted a pond in the flow path of the
stream and arranged for easy access in
and out – a simple project compared to
the Williams Fork River job,but one that
provided no less satisfaction to those seek-
ing to use the stream. And it turned out
to be a very nice place to fish.

What this project illustrates is that,
even when we’re working with a lim-
ited amount of energy in terms of wa-

ter flow, we can create wonderful, nat-
uralistic resources by working with na-
ture. This sense of balance and har-
mony with natural processes is
something that I believe is missing in
many man-made projects.

There’s no reason why this gap should
exist. Rivers and streams are dynamic,
powerful engines of creative force: In learn-
ing how to harness that energy and direct
it toward a specific result, we unlock nat-
ural beauty instead of losing ourselves in
the struggle to replicate it! 
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Natural Replication
I realize that many of the people reading WaterShapes

will never become involved in natural restorations such
as those described in the accompanying article.  Many
of you will, however, endeavor to replicate nature in man-
made ponds and streams. 

Our work in restoring natural rivers has occasionally
led us to work on man-made projects.  As shown here,
for example, we once built a 900-foot stream that
wrapped around a private residence in a project that
included four ponds and several subsurface rock struc-
tures that served as places where nutrients and forage
animals could develop. 

The water is all re-circulated using two 10-horsepower
pumps that provide the requisite energy that we would
otherwise have found in the natural flow of a river or
stream.  There are places where the water moves fairly
quickly and others where it slows down.  We used a range
of rock materials to provide a balance of habitats for
plants, forage animals and fish.  

It’s all familiar territory, right down to the observation
that a key to managing life in any body of water is un-
derstanding that the size of the stream relates to the
amount of life that it can optimally support.  In this case,
we designed the system to support between 2,000 and
5,000 pounds of trout, year ’round. 

No matter the type of project, I believe it’s critical not
only to study the aesthetic beauty of nature in attempt-
ing to mimic it, but also to gain a clear understanding of
the processes that support life within a body of water.
Doing so will better enable you to create truly natural
streams that will remain healthy and beautiful over the
long haul. 

– H.H.

This man-made stream system is designed to provide for the needs of anywhere from
2,000 to 5,000 pounds of fish, year ’round.  Meandering for 900 feet around a home
in Denver, the waterway features four large ponds and connecting streams made to
look as natural as if we’d been working to revitalize a natural system – right down
to placing a fallen tree of the sort that help to shape real streams and rivers.    
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This project is all about making connections – connections between the inside of a
home and the outdoors; between surrounding wide-open spaces and an intimate
backyard; between the colors of the hillsides and the materials used in crafting the
watershape; between the clients’ desire for recreation and their passion for beauty;
and between the splendor of nature and the modern, sculptural lines of the design.

If you’ve followed my “Details”column in WaterShapes in recent months,you’ve
seen many of the components that have been incorporated into this particular
tapestry: the thermal ledge (July/August 2001), the massive shade structure (June
2001), the stacked ledger stones (March 2001), and the boulders placed below the
waterline (October 2001) – all these details are featured in the project that you
see on these pages in fully finished form.

In style, this free-form, vanishing-edge pool and raised spa are something of a
departure for me: For one thing, it’s a large pool for the space, more prominent
than most others I’ve been doing with respect to its placement in a space. It also
makes extensive use of natural stone and shapes, although I’d never be tempted to
call it a “naturalistic”design.

Still, this project picks up themes that are important in my recent work. It’s all
about orchestrating the experience of someone walking into the backyard from the
home and directing viewers’eyes to selected features. It’s also about creating a rich
environment full of opportunities for enjoyment of the space – as the photos ac-
companying this brief text will demonstrate.

FRAMED VIEWPOINT
The homeowners had one thought in mind when they hired me: They wanted

something spectacular – a design that took complete and total advantage of the
home’s dramatic physical setting.

And talk about dramatic: From the backyard, all you see are hillsides that have
been set aside by the local conservancy as environmental easements that will nev-
er be developed. And those hills roll on as far as the eye can see, dissolving into the
coastal haze that rolls in on all but the driest summer days.

Just below the house, however, are rows of upscale tract homes – not something
anyone needs to see. To control the view – keeping the upper level of the prospect
in focus while blocking the lower level,we elevated the pool and cantilevered it and
the vanishing edge’s catch basin out over the hillside. This had a dual advantage of
giving us more space to work with while completely concealing the structures be-
low.

Now that the pool is complete, all vantage points inside the home and in the
backyard hinge on the long arc of the pool’s vanishing edge.

Because you don’t see the homes below, the space feels far more isolated and pri-
vate than it ever did before. And because of the way the design ties the watershape
directly and dramatically into a 180-degree panorama of wide-open spaces, the fact
that the pool is prominent in the yard in terms of size and placement loses signifi-
cance: The pool is only a component in a composition that stretches out for miles.

The customer wanted it all:  a large pool and spa made with

natural materials; a fully-equipped outdoor entertainment area;

a place to keep cool while lounging in the sunshine – all woven

seamlessly into a work of watershaping art that took full

advantage of a marvelously scenic location.  Here’s a look at

how designer/builder David Tisherman pulled all of the details

into their dramatic final form.

WoWo
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ovenoven BeautyBeauty

Setting the Stage
From inside the home, reflections off the water draw

the eye across the yard and out into the view, making
the first connection between interior and exterior
spaces. As you move past the threshold and onto the
deck, you move into a grand exterior “room” created
by the expansive shade structure – an easy transition
from indoors to outdoors.

By David Tisherman
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As you move into the yard, the lines of the pool and deck are
weighted so that your eyes travel to the right side of the proper-
ty, over toward the barbecue area and the thermal ledge. As you
move toward those features to get a closer look, you take in
shapes that echo the hills beyond, from the elevated perch of the
spa to the undulations of the pool’s edge and the sweep of the
vanishing edge.

Weighted Perspectives
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As you continue to the right across the patio, you finally see wa-
ter up close on the thermal ledge. It’s really the first time your
eye is drawn directly to the water itself rather than to reflections
off of it: The flagstones just beneath the surface invite the eye
to linger – and make you wonder what it would be like to lounge
in the space on a hot day with a cool drink.

A Shallow Shelf

The barbecue is nestled in a nook on the right edge of the prop-
erty and has been set up to mimic the canyon forms beyond. The
winding path and the stacked ledger stone draw the eye along the
pool’s edge to this beautiful spot. Once again, the careful inter-
faces between the steps, ledger and boulders all weave togeth-
er to create connections within the overall composition.

From all these points on the right side of the property, you look out
across the water and drink in the views – past the raised spa to the
hills beyond and across the vanishing edge to the horizon. The di-
rection of lines and their gentle contours are all meant to harmo-
nize with the prospect, while the use of stacked ledger stone through-
out echoes both the geology and geometry of the canyon setting.

Room forGourmets
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DeepPurple
I’m deeply fascinated by the refractive interplay of light and wa-

ter and how various depths of water influence our perceptions of
color. The custom purple pebble surface developed for this pro-
ject offers a subtle depth to the broad (but not particularly deep)
expanse of water, providing a gentle gradation of color from the
shallows to the deeper levels. (This special color surface was de-
veloped in collaboration with Luis Marquez of Marquez Pool
Plastering. We call it “Georgian Plum.”) 

At the surface, use of such a deep color enhances the reflec-
tive quality of the water, readily picking up the cool blue sky and
the gold or green of the hillsides.

CoolTransitions
The subtle hues of the blonde stone and boulders, with their

beige, gold and cream highlights, offered another way of con-
necting the new structures with the golden grasses seen most of
the year in the rolling hills beyond. The cool colors, as tied into
the landscape, serve to soften the overall appearance of the pool
structure.

Throughout, the transitions from ledger to flagstone treatments
are critical in creating a seamless flow of line, color and texture.
The use of stacked ledger stones in particular creates several key
transitions: from the deck to the raised beam; from the pool to the
barbecue pathway; and from the spa to its winding stream.
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The project you’ve just toured was

designed with just this sort of scene-by-

scene visual progression in mind – from

the interior space out into the overhang-

covered exterior room and then into a

series of special architectural spaces

beyond. There aren’t many surprises

here, just a careful, measured, gradual

unfolding of a scene.

The pool is at the center of things and

might be said to dominate that scene

with respect to geography, but because

of the way views are directed and con-

trolled, it simply doesn’t carry that much

visual weight. Instead, it blends in as

part of a huge composition that en-

compasses countless acres of views –

to the hillsides, hilltops and beyond.

At the same time, the pool conceals
the “visual noise” that would otherwise

be found in the surroundings: In place

of red tile roofs, black asphalt and bright-

ly colored automobiles against the green

hills, we’ve set the reflective surface and

visual softness of the water.

When all of these features are brought

to bear in a fully integrated design, I think

a magic can be made that speaks for

itself.

– D.T.

SpatialEchoes
Raising the spa on the left side of the pool would seem to violate my intention of

weighting everything to right side of the composition, but it works because I used a
range of visual tactics to keep the spa from dominating the view.

For one thing, raising the spa gradually above the beam using stones and steps
set at intermediate heights lets the structure echo the graduated, rolling shapes seen
in the hills beyond. For another, the use of gently cascading water softens the ap-
pearance and adds a soothing aural presence.

In this case, the situation truly called for having a small amount of water moving
over an irregular rock surface rather than for a big flow of water shooting out from the
kind of manufactured spillover seen so often on raised spas. I’ve never been a big
fan of that effect: I believe that water spilling over vertical intervals of only a few inch-
es is far more appealing to the eye and ear – and to the soul – than is a gushing
torrent of water.

Too often, in fact, I see spillovers that are oversized for their surroundings – the vol-
ume of falling water is too great for the pool and/or spa, and the sound it generates is
overwhelming in the space. The key to the effect pictured here is the balance it strikes
in its surroundings with respect to visual and auditory weight.
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Join Genesis 3 co-founder and principal instruc-
tor David Tisherman for an intensive, week-long,
college-level course that will show participants
what it really takes to develop top-flight drawing
and presentation skills.

How good do you want to be?

Genesis 3 Advanced-Level Drawing School

For more information, contact the Genesis 3 
office, toll-free, at (877) 513-5800

— or visit our website: www.genesis3.com

March 10-16, 2002
Arizona State University
Phoenix, Arizona
Genesis Professional 
Drawing School

Open to the first 30 applicants,
the school will cover rendered
flat plans in multiple presentation
formats, markers, vegetation, 
surface materials, water effects,
elevations and color perspective
rendering.  Developed at the
request of graduates of Genesis
3’s Level I and Level II schools,
this brand-new program is based
on professional-level drawing
courses Tisherman taught at
UCLA for 12 years.  He’ll intro-
duce students to the tools, media
and techniques used by architects
and engineers to develop beauti-
ful, persuasive presentations – 
and communicate clearly with
clients and subcontractors at the
job site.  

Cost (including all drawing 
materials and media): $5,950.00  
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This fall, David Tisherman, Skip Phillips and
Brian Van Bower have arranged two very
special Genesis 3 events:  Special Focus
Schools designed to carry the Genesis 
philosophy to the industry in all-new ways.

November 2-4, 2001
Palm Springs, California
Genesis Special Focus School

Sponsored by the Southern California
Chapter of the National Spa & Pool
Institute, this geographically 
focused Genesis School is open on 
a priority basis to chapter members
and to all others on a space-available
basis.  The curriculum includes a
special emphasis on energy efficiency
along with in-depth discussions of
principles of design, engineering 
and construction for high-end 
watershapes. 

December 5-8, 2001
Toronto, Ontario, Canada
Genesis Fountain School

This school, hosted by Crystal Fountains, 
has a special focus on fountain design.
Topics to be covered include selection and
use of appropriate water effects, fountain
hydraulics and specialized lighting design.
Open to all applicants, the school also 
features a hands-on visit to Crystal
Fountains’ facility, a guided tour of 
Toronto’s fountains and an introduction 
to the SonarGuard pool-safety system 
developed by RJE Technologies.   

Genesis 3 Special Focus Schools 2001

For more information, contact the Genesis 3 office, toll-free, at (877) 513-5800
— or visit our website: www.genesis3.com

Do you want to be the best?



For more information, contact the Genesis 3 office, toll-free, at (877) 513-5800
— or visit our website: www.genesis3.com
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This winter, David Tisherman, Skip Phillips
and Brian Van Bower are hosting two very
special Genesis 3 events:  The group’s first-
ever Pond School and the latest in the series
of increasingly popular Level I Schools.

January 17-20, 2002
Miami, Florida
Genesis Pond School

An in-depth exploration of the art and science 
of pond design, this program begins with an 
inspirational look at history by renowned 
designer Anthony Archer-Wills before moving 
on to discussions of practical issues of 
ecosystem management and biological 
filtration led by David Duensing of Pond Supplies
of America.  Open to all applicants, 
the course also features presentations on plants,
water quality and the care and feeding of fish.

February 13-17
Morro Bay, California
Genesis Level I School

The flagship school in the Genesis 3 program, this
school focuses on design, engineering and con-
struction of watershapes, drawing techniques and
the Genesis 3 philosophy.  Open to all applicants,
this is the access point to advanced Genesis Family
programs and demonstrates what it takes to operate
at the highest level of expertise – including up-close
and personal familiarity with the lifestyles of high-
end clients.

Genesis 3 Schedule, Winter 2002
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ELITE ALUMINUM CORP. makes Elite
Lifestyle pool enclosures that feature sleek
styling, gracefully rounded supports and
recessed glass and screens for a polished,
finished look with the durability to withstand
the elements.  The system offers a wide vari-
ety of panel, glass and screen options as well as insulated ceiling and
skylight choices that work in a huge range of combinations.  Elite
Aluminum Corp., Ft. Lauderdale, FL.

Circle 120 on Reader Service Card

POOL ENCLOSURES

KING TECHNOLOGY supplies four Perform-Max
chemical feeders – models 910 and 930 for
inground pools of up to 20,000 gallons (with
chlorine) or 15,000 gallons (with bromine) and
model 940 and 960 for pools of up to 50,000
gallons (chlorine) or 25,000 gallons (bromine).
Designed for erosion feeding with exact meter-
ing, all units offer easy installation and consistent chemical out-
put.  King Technology, Minnetonka, MN.

Circle 122 on Reader Service Card

CHLORINE/BROMINE FILTERS

DEL INDUSTRIES offers five models in the
Eclipse line of corona-discharge ozone genera-
tors.  Spa Eclipse is scaled to the needs of resi-
dential spas; Eclipse 1, 2 and 4 are designed for
residential pools with capacities up to 25,000;
50,000; and 100,000 gallons, respectively; and
Total Eclipse, for new pools up to 60,000 gal-
lons, has a built-in circulation system that

injects ozone 24 hours a day.  Del Industries, San Luis Obispo, CA.

CORONA-DISCHARGE OZONE GENERATORS

Circle 119 on Reader Service Card

OF INTERESTOF INTEREST

PARAGON AQUATICS manufactures the
Stark line of filtration products for use in
circulation systems as diverse as those
intended for competitive swimming
pools, aquatic theme parks, aquariums

and aquaculture environments.  Modular in design, the strong, cor-
rosion-free, lightweight, composite fiberglass units come in 15
models ranging in filter area from 13-1/2 to 124 square feet.
Paragon Aquatics, LaGrangeville, NY.

COMMERCIAL FILTERS

Circle 121 on Reader Service Card

Many of you have asked why you need to fill out
subscription cards if no information about your

business has changed. Here’s why:

We are required by the U.S. Postal Service and the Bureau of
Publication Audits to be able to prove, with your signature on a card,
that you asked to receive the magazine and that you are a profes-
sional watershaper.

If we don’t hear from you once each year, you run the risk of being cut off our subscriber list. And it
can happen even if you have received every issue we’ve ever published.

This is important, so take a minute once each year to complete one of the subscription cards we
include in every issue of the magazine and mail it to us. Thanks!

ATTENTION ALL READERS!







THE DIVERTER VALVE SEAL IS TEFLON LAMINATED 
SILICONE. A UNIQUE MANUFACTURING PROCESS IS USED CALLED

TRUSEAL, WHICH RESULTS IN A SEAL THAT NEVER NEEDS LUBRICA-
TION.

Waterway TruSeal Valves have deeper sockets 

than other valves providing better 

glue joint bonding.

Universal shaft spline pattern adapts to 

most actuators.

The exclusive click-lock 

handle has 72 locking 

position / points for 

virtually any 

setting desired. 

Exclusive Port 

Labeling gives 

your plumbing a 

“finished” look 

and more value.

Waterway molds and 

assembles all of our 

products in the U.S.A.

Patent Pending

Choice of body materials

CPVC -(Black)

PVC- (gray)

Choice of Sizes

1-1/2” socket

2” Spigot

2” Socket

2-1/2” Spigot
2200 East Sturgis Road

Oxnard, California 93030

Phone: 805-981-0262 • FAX: 805-981-9403

E-mail: waterway@waterwayplastics.com

www.waterwayplastics.com
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mong the most useful and influential books I’ve read in my career as a
landscape architect and watershape designer is “Color Drawing” by
Michael E. Doyle (John Wiley & Sons, 2nd edition, 1999).

I went into landscape architecture mainly because I wanted to learn
to do beautiful hand-drawn renderings and presentations. I’d started draft-
ing in 7th grade, always really enjoyed the process and, even though I’m far
from a great natural talent, have always seen drawing as a source of tremen-
dous fun and personal satisfaction.

When I started studying landscape architecture in college, grades in some
of my design classes were based disproportionately (I thought then) on the
student’s ability to represent ideas on paper. Even though I enjoyed draw-
ing, I thought the emphasis on it was outrageous because, after all, good de-
sign is good design no matter how it’s represented.

Before long, I ran into an instructor who tested my beliefs. He explained to
me that, in the real world, good designs simply don’t sell unless you can rep-
resent them to a potential client in a meaningful and meaning-filled way.

Since then, I’ve come to realize just how accurate his insight was. Indeed,
I’ve often been amazed at how something that seems so clear on a plan draw-
ing does not come across to the homeowner, even when I’ve explained things
in detail. (This is the peril in overhead line drawings that have no perspective:
You run a great risk of the customer misunderstanding your ideas!) 

It was at about this time that I discovered that, although I was a good and
accurate draftsman, I didn’t possess real drawing talent – and I started to fall
behind in my classes.

During my junior year, I came across the first edition of Doyle’s wonder-

ful book – and it changed everything for me. The
book is written for people who don’t know any-
thing about renderings but are willing to learn.
In plain English and with clear illustrations,
Doyle opened my eyes to a range of techniques
and specific materials and media.

In one section, for example, Doyle discusses
the ins and outs of using markers, pastels and
pencils. He offers brand names and product
numbers, referring to them explicitly in his de-
scriptions of drawing techniques. He also dis-
cusses types of paper in great detail.

Where Doyle really shines, however, is in his
step-by-step description of how to draw differ-
ent things. In one section, for instance,he offers
a simple but effective technique for drawing peo-
ple. In another, he delves into techniques for
drawing various objects – everything from palms
and conifers to shrubbery and grasses as well
as stone and masonry. And there are wonder-
ful descriptions of how to draw different types
of water: still, moving, foaming, reflecting.

Much of the book is dedicated to drawing in-
teriors,but I’ve found even those sections helpful
because many interior objects,such as wood floor-
ing,for example,are transferable to exterior spaces.
He also offers suggestions on how to add hand-
work to the line images generated by CAD pro-
grams to infuse them with warmth and detail.

There is so much useful information in Doyle’s
book that it can be a bit overwhelming to some-
one just getting started. My advice: If you try to
absorb it all at once you’re almost certain to be-
come frustrated, so get a copy and begin prac-
ticing one or two techniques at a time. You’ll be
surprised at how quickly your ability to create
beautiful hand drawings will develop.

Book Notes By Mike Farley

Rendering Creativity

Where Doyle really shines is in his step-by-step 

descriptions of how to draw different things. 

Mike Farley is a landscape architect with 20 years of
experience and is currently a design/project man-
ager for Leisure Living Pools of Frisco, Texas.  He
holds a degree in landscape architecture from Texas
Tech University and has worked as a watershaper
in both California and Texas.
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