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I must admit that being editor of WaterShapes can be lots of fun. Just this past
March, for example, I had the privilege of visiting the home of Playboy magazine’s
founder, Hugh Hefner – not to attend a gala party or special event of any kind, but
to check out the renovation of a swimming pool.

The invitation came courtesy of Bruce Riley, president of Rock Formations, an
artificial-rock specialty firm that had been hired to transform an ordinary backyard
pool located across the street from the famous estate into a permanent, naturalistic
video and film location for Hefner’s company.

As Riley explains it, Hefner had purchased the neighboring home to be used as
a sort of “overflow mansion”for the steady parade of guests and models who work
on the company’s videos and photo shoots. Riley invited WaterShapes’ National
Sales Manager Camma Barsily and me to check out the work he was doing on the
newly acquired property. As part of the visit we were to be allowed to tour the
grounds of the main mansion across the street.

Before that, however, we took a long look at the renovation project (covered on
page 42 of this issue) and were impressed by the beautiful environment that Riley’s
firm had created in what had been a lackluster (but estate-sized) backyard. After
that tour concluded, we made our way across the street.

As we arrived, the place was crawling with dozens of maintenance workers and
caterers preparing for an event that evening. We worked our way around the grounds
for about an hour and had a wonderful time – no movie stars or bathing beauties
in sight, but we did see the famous swimming pool and grotto along with the gra-
cious zoo, game room and Japanese garden.

As a consumer of popular culture, I’ve seen photos of and heard stories about the
mansion, and I was more than a little curious to see what this most famous of “pri-
vate”residences was like in person. Unlike most people, however, I’ve had the priv-
ilege of becoming friends with architect Ron Dirsmith, the man Hefner hired in
1971 to design the interior and exterior of the Tudor-style mansion just after he pur-
chased the six-acre property.

Dirsmith – who, along with his wife Suzanne, coincidentally contributed an ar-
ticle to this issue about designing another high-end estate (see “A Place for All Seasons”
on page 54) – has been generous in relating personal stories about his long work-
ing relationship with Hefner. And having heard about the late-night meetings with
the famous magazine mogul, his meticulous attention to detail and the sweeping
concepts that went into shaping the whole property, I was truly fascinated to see
what it is that makes this place so special.

Aside from the obvious cachet associated with all things Playboy, I believe that
Playboy Mansion West, and especially its storied swimming pool and rock grotto,
are designed with playfulness and a delight in surprise and mystery that give the lo-
cation an otherworldly feeling. The polished ancient amber skylights in the grotto,
the meandering paths in and around the animal habitats, and the many sheltered
“trysting”places (Dirsmith’s word,not mine) make this the kind of place that brings
a smile to your face at every turn.

Looking back,I’m delighted to have caught an up-close glimpse of such a legendary
landscape. Even more than that, I feel lucky to have the chance to get to know the
fascinating people who create places designed to capture our imaginations.

All Ears
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Janet Rosenberg is founder and principal of
Janet Rosenberg & Associates Landscape
Architects Inc. in Toronto, Ontario, Canada.
With extensive experience in the development
of detailed design features, the integration of
artistic elements into landscapes and consider-
able horticultural expertise, she is actively in-
volved in every one of her firm’s projects and
uses her design and management skills to find
creative and functional solutions for each client.
Before establishing her own firm in 1983,
Rosenberg was Senior Landscape Architect for
five years at Cumming Cockburn Ltd. Consulting
Engineers & Planners. Glenn Herman has been
a landscape architect with Janet Rosenberg &
Associates since 1988. As the firm’s Senior
Designer, he works closely with Rosenberg and
oversees all of the firm’s projects from schemat-

ic design to contract administration. In those
roles, he ensures the highest quality design out-
put for both private and public-sector projects.

Bruce Riley has been in the rock and waterfea-
ture business since 1976. He started his own com-
pany,Rock Formations,Inc., in 1979,and through
the years has built artificial rock features for
Disneyland,Raging Waters, the Radisson Hotel in
Aruba,several resort hotels in Mexico and a theme
park in Taiwan. The company pioneered the use
of artificial rock in conjunction with swimming
pools and now sells rock castings in addition to
training contractors in the use of artificial rock.

Steve Gutai is a territory sales manager in the U.S.
southwest for Laars & Jandy Pool Products, a divi-
sion of Waterpik Technologies of Petaluma, Calif.

In This Issue September’s Writers
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Gutai is a veteran of the swimming pool industry,
having spent more than 13 years as an independent
service and repair technician and subcontractor
in the Los Angeles area. He spent three more years
as a technical service manager and outside sales rep-
resentative for Waterway Plastics in Oxnard, Calif.
Gutai joined Laars & Jandy in 2000 and now works
directly with contractors and engineers in design-
ing circulation systems for pools,spas and other wa-
tershapes. He teaches hydraulics at trade shows
throughout the United States and is featured hy-
draulics instructor for Genesis 3’s Level 1 schools.

Ron Dirsmith is principal architect and co-
founder of The Dirsmith Group, an architecture
firm based in Highland Park, Ill.,with operations
worldwide. He and wife Suzanne established the
firm in 1971 following employment with the pres-

tigious firms Perkins and Will and Ed Dart Inc.
He has a BS in Architectural Engineering and a
Masters in Architecture and Design from the
University of Illinois. He is also a Fellow in
Architecture of the American Academy in Rome,
which for more than 100 years has been a research
and study center for America’s most promising
artists and scholars. Dirsmith is one of only 172
architects to have been granted this honor.
Suzanne Roe Dirsmith, president of the firm,
holds a BS in Education from the University of
Illinois and a Masters in Education from National-
Louis University. She heads the education divi-
sion of The Dirsmith Group, an effort dedicated
to forwarding design and architecture education
within the architectural community and to foster
new thinking and raise awareness of architecture
and landscape design as a blended whole.
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Interested in writing for WaterShapes on design, engineering or
construction topics? Contact Eric Herman at (714) 449-1996!
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ll through my career, I’ve never really been big on advertising. In fact,
the only place I’ve ever advertised is in Naples, Fla., where I’ve never
been successful drumming up any business even though it’s only a
short distance from my home.

I gave it a good shot – a nice ad with a picture of a vanishing-edge pool,
placed in a local newspaper’s special section on backyard swimming pools. I
was confident I’d get some response, but all that came back was exactly nada!

Despite that experience, I’m pleased to report that my “Naples drought”
might be ending as the result of a conversation I had with a subcontractor in
the area. The owner had called me asking for a statement she could use for
marketing purposes. We started talking about business in the area,and I men-
tioned that I’d heard there were some good pool companies in Naples.

That wasn’t exactly the case, she said, mentioning that with only a few
exceptions, the overall state of the Naples market for pool contractors
was pretty weak. In fact, she said, local architects and landscape archi-
tects were frustrated by the lack of quality design and construction services
for pools, spas and other watershapes.

One thing led to another,and she referred me to a handful of design profes-
sionals in the area. Shortly thereafter, I had a conversation with a landscape ar-
chitect who confirmed that he and others in the area were indeed in need of a
quality watershape designer. I offered my services,and now it looks as though
I may have finally broken through in Naples.

One to Another
I relate this story not to discredit advertising,

but to point out the immediacy and effective-
ness of networking as a promotional tool. As
I’ve mentioned before in these pages, I rely al-
most entirely on referrals to generate business –
about 60% to 70% through satisfied customers
with the rest coming from professional contacts
who can best be categorized as members of the
design community.

As time goes on, in fact, I find more and
more that designers of all sorts – be they ar-
chitects, landscape architects, interior design-
ers, sculptors or other artists – are keenly in-
terested in connecting with people who
understand both the aesthetic and technical is-
sues of watershaping.

For so many years, the only “experts” avail-
able to designers have been mainline pool and
spa builders, a branch of the watershaping tree
that has never had a reputation for sophisti-
cated design work or any particular interest in
working at that level. This fact has left the door
wide open for those of us who strive to work
in that realm.

This orientation toward design is a trend that
I see gaining great momentum of late. In my
own business, my count of design projects has
increased almost exponentially in each passing
year. Whether I’m working a referral through
a past client or via a strategic alliance with a de-
signer I know, the situations are similar in that
I’m called into the process as a result of my will-
ingness to work with aesthetics.

Sometimes it’s a matter of a client hiring me
to participate as part of a design team. In oth-
er cases, a landscape architect or architect has
recommended that I be brought in. Either way,
those who are working with water from a de-
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that conceivably could generate busi-
ness and further contacts for me for
years to come. And it all started because
there are people out there who value
finding someone within the “pool in-
dustry” who has a working knowledge
of design and is interested in spending
time in the aesthetic arena.

Willing to Listen
Obviously, there’s a lot to be said for

the value of developing design exper-
tise. Yet the chains of events and con-
nections that are now leading people to
my door are based on something even
more fundamental: my ability and will-
ingness to listen.

When I think back on my lengthening
career in the pool and spa industry, I can
only come up with a short list of people
who are truly interested in design – and
even fewer who have ever bothered to get
educated about it. For that reason, it’s
small wonder that there’s never really been
much of a connection between the
pool/spa industry and the greater design
community.

And how frustrating it must be for de-
signers who are trying to incorporate wa-
ter into their work and are unable to find
anyone who’s willing to have a conversa-
tion about water-related aesthetics! 

I believe it is because I am willing to lis-
ten and capable of talking about design-
related issues such as color,materials, tex-
ture, settings, ambiance and all of the
other factors these designers live and
breathe as part of their everyday lives that
I’ve won a place at the table with design
professionals. It’s interesting and re-
warding – but at the same time, it’s a bit
disappointing to think that the conversa-
tions I’m now having should’ve been on-
going for decades.

In that sense, it’s kind of shocking to
think that watershaping is just now be-
coming its own design specialty. At the
same time, it’s inspiring to consider the
vast opportunities that moving in this di-
rection now represent.

Because people in the pool and spa in-
dustry already possess (or at least should
possess) much of the technical knowledge
needed to be of service to designers look-
ing to incorporate water into their pro-
jects, there’s no question that rank-and-

Circle  18 on Postage Free Card or Visit ws.thisad.info/209-18

sign standpoint are increasingly seeking
out my services, largely because they be-
lieve I’m one of the few people from the
pool/spa trades who is prepared to sit at
the table with other designers.

Working this way has been great for
business, and it can be fun and exciting,
too. In my last column, for instance, I
discussed a set of projects I’m involved

with on the island of Bermuda. My for-
ay onto that beautiful Atlantic island be-
gan with a client referral, which in turn
led me to work with a mechanical sub-
contractor who brought me in on two
subsequent jobs during which I’ve forged
an alliance with a client who builds elab-
orate spec homes.

It’s a big wonderful web of contacts
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file members of the pool industry can
have something to offer to the process –
but it’ll only work if they’re inclined to
move in a “design direction” in their
thinking and their work.

When you break your way into the cir-
cles of designers and their design-con-
science clientele, the resulting strategic
alliances between watershapers and those
professionals and their clients can be-
come a source of almost constant refer-
rals and business.

Last time,I discussed what it’s like to do
business away from home and how be-
coming involved with faraway projects is
the result of years of personal and profes-
sional evolution. The same holds true of
building strategic alliances with designers:
It’s a process that emerges in the course of
doing things well across the board.

Every situation is a bit different, and
you never know exactly how things will
unfold. But if you come to the process
with open ears and an open mind and
constantly work to educate yourself,good
things are almost bound to happen. You
can’t just wake up one day and expect to
begin working with designers, but you
can point yourself in that direction and
begin taking an interest in becoming more
design savvy.

A Different Crowd
For my part, I enjoy my associations

with design-oriented professionals. The
business side of it has been great, but it’s
also exciting to spend time working with
people who are so committed to artistry
and aesthetics and creativity. (For some-
one who came to the business via ser-
vice and construction as I did, finding
my way among the unusual personali-
ties of designers has involved a signifi-
cant shift in culture.) 

So often these days, I find myself
working with an architect, a landscape
architect and some other sort of artist
or craftsperson. For the most part, these
folks are concerned with things such as
color, texture, spatial relationships, style
and mood. I’ve been in situations
where those sorts of discussions have
gone on for hours – and the gritty is-
sues of hydraulics, structural steel and
excavation are the farthest things from
anyone’s mind.

I’ve witnessed a tendency on the part
of pool contractors to dismiss those sorts
of discussions as frivolous and way too
artsy. What I’ve found in my work, how-
ever, is that not all designers wear only
black, nor are all of them pure aesthetes
in everything they say or do. What I’ve
found instead is that these are serious
people who look at their surroundings
in certain and very definite ways and that
participating with them means being pre-
pared to work through a wide range of
conversations.

In other words, you need to be com-
fortable with artists and with art. For
some contractors, I think you might as
well be asking them to fly to the moon.

Some time ago, I had the pleasure of
working with a designer named Patrick
Kennedy, an intensely artistic guy who
works in Miami’s South Beach area. I was
brought in to help him execute a com-
mercial waterfeature that consisted of a
massive angled glass wall in the Astor
Hotel, a beautiful Art Deco building. In
the course of the project,I helped Kennedy
develop a plan that was both aesthetical-
ly pleasing and fully functional with re-
spect to hydraulics, lighting and safety.

It was an interesting situation, but no
longer an unusual one for me in that my
practical knowledge of watershaping
came into play in a sort of hand-in-glove
context with a purely aesthetic set of de-
sign considerations. As it turned out, I
was disappointed with the performance
of the contractor who did the installation,
but the overall results were positive.

I recently visited Kennedy at his office
and was pleased to discover that, since
the Astor Hotel project had been com-
pleted, his star appears to be firmly on
the rise in the swanky South Beach area.
His reputation for creativity has got-
ten him involved in an array of new pro-
jects – some of which, he’s told me, I
may be asked to join.

It’s exciting because I have no idea

Circle  22 on Postage Free Card
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e’re all familiar with the climatic differences we experi-
ence in areas that get lots of snow as opposed to places
that seldom (if ever) experience freezing conditions. These
not-so-subtle climate distinctions mean a lot to us as hu-
man beings – and have even more meaning in the world

of plants and landscaping.
That’s why almost every one of my columns about plant selec-

tion has contained a disclaimer about checking with your local
nursery to see if a particular plant will grow in your area. That’s
also why the experts have developed a variety of systems intend-
ed to classify “climate zones” throughout the United States.

Each of these systems offers its own criteria for classifying par-
ticular plants as useable in given zones, and knowing a bit about
a specific locale’s characteristics and how various plant varieties
relate to them can be a big help as you design your watershapes
and their surroundings.

On the one hand, they give you an authoritative way to in-
form clients what they can and can’t have in their yards. On
the other, if you get a bit adventurous, they can help broaden
your plant palette and help you move a step or two beyond what
the nurseries have on hand to meet popular tastes.

In the Zone

Different Strokes
A number of these climate-classification systems have

been developed, but I’ll focus on the two I’ve encountered
the most: The USDA’s hardiness-zone classification system
and the Sunset climate-zone system.
� The United States Department of Agriculture became

involved in this area when it created a classification sys-
tem based mainly on average annual minimum tempera-
tures found in the United States.

The zones are arranged from north to south, with Zone
1 at the top of the map and Zone 11 toward the south. When
I started in the business about 14 years ago, there were only
ten zones. An eleventh zone was added a few years back,
and many of the other zones have been divided into “A”and
“B”sub-areas.

To view the USDA map – and find a great interactive fea-
ture that will help you wherever you live and/or work – go
to www.usna.usda.gov/hardzone/ushzmap.html. In the map
keys, you’ll find that Zone 1 has an annual average temper-
ature below -50 degrees Fahrenheit, while Zone 11’s annu-
al average temperature is above 40 degrees F. (It’s not sur-
prising that big swaths of Alaska and Canada are in Zone
1, while Zone 11 includes Hawaii and parts of Mexico.)  

If you live in an area outside of the Western United States,
the USDA system is your best guide to plant hardiness and
should be your first stop when it comes to designing a land-
scape or garden that will thrive. Simply determine which
zone you’re in and use it as a tool in selecting your poten-
tial plant palette.

Most published plant guides offer some sort of zone in-
dicator right up front in a plant’s description. You can also
ask your local nursery for this information or check out
plants you’re interested in through the Internet. One key
point: If you live in a zone that experiences freeze,you should
probably also consult with your local weather service for
information on when to plant.

The addition of the new zone and subdivision of some
others has made USDA’s planting information much more
precise,but the system still has some drawbacks. Remember,

Most published plant guides offer some sort of zone indicator

right up front in a plant’s description.  You can also ask your

local nursery for this information or check out plants you’re in-

terested in through the Internet. 
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olor is amazing: It provides us with some of greatest opportunities we
ever have to create spaces that are emotionally evocative and visually com-
pelling – yet it is also one of the most difficult design details to understand
and put to good and effective use.

Trouble is, there’s no easy way to simplify the challenge: Color is indeed a tough
nut to crack, and that’s as true for architects, artists, fashion designers and the
people who choose colors for new cars as it is for watershapers. And because it’s
hard, an awesome majority of what we see around us on buildings, clothing and
freeways tends to be “safe” – unimaginative, conservative and bland.

Designers aren’t entirely to blame for this situation. The fact is, most of our
clients live and work and are quite comfortable in environments and spaces
that are terribly unsophisticated in terms of color. They’ve grown accustomed
to the general dullness that surrounds them in the textiles, appliances, floor-
ing, automobiles and apparel they see, buy and have been led to believe makes
them happy.

In other words, just about everyone’s afflicted to some degree by this conserva-
tive approach to color and limited appreciation of its power and beauty. What
I’d like to suggest here is that we take a break from this go-with-the-flow mental-
ity and look for something fresh and unusual in our watershaping palettes.
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By David Tisherman

Dull Reality
Watershaping is a truly specialized and

dynamic type of construction, and what
we generally see around us is one missed
opportunity after another – with the not-
so-occasional design abomination thrown
in for good measure.

The water isn’t the offending party: It
is absolutely colorless and relies on re-
flections of the surrounding environment,
absorption of ambient light and the col-
ors of things that find their way into it (in-
cluding algae) for its appearance of color.
We see water as blue not because the wa-
ter itself has that coloring; rather, it’s be-
cause of physics and optics and,most ob-
viously, the way the water reflects the sky.

We should consider water’s colorless-
ness in designing structures that contain
and surround it and think about the ways
we can use this context to add weight, in-
terest, intensity, distortions and more to
the appearance of the water.

In nature, we see incredibly sublime
blends of colors around water that always
seem to “work.” We see the primary col-
ors (blues, reds and yellows) and the sec-
ondary colors (greens,violets and oranges)
as well as a rich array of browns, creams
and hundreds of shades of gray. When
you look at those hues in nature, the com-
position is almost always beautiful.

But when you take those very same col-
ors and put them in the hands of some-
one who isn’t sensitive to how they work
when transported to a different space, the
results can be horrendous. I’ve screamed
for years about all the projects where gray

C
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in almost every 

setting to add interest,

beauty and a sense of

tranquility to their

work.  What that means

in design terms will

change in response to a

setting’s needs and a

client’s expectations, say

Janet Rosenberg and

Glenn Herman – and

can lead to solutions

from the simple and 

retiring to the bold 

and complex. 

EXPRESSIONS
REFINED

By Janet Rosenberg & Glenn Herman
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No matter how it’s used – as a focal point in a design or as
just another feature balanced among many – the thoughtful
use of water offers landscape architects and other watershape
designers a huge range of aesthetic opportunities. Indeed, the
water’s texture, reflectivity, sounds and sculptural qualities can
all be used to enhance the observer’s experience as he or she
moves through an environment, and in a near-infinite num-
ber of ways.

Regardless of how familiar one becomes with these attrib-
utes and using them in built spaces, the presence of water in a
design often yields something new, interesting and even un-
expected. Whether you use it as a visual transition, a physical
destination, an expression of nature or an architectural state-
ment, water is the designer’s great ally – especially if it is used
in a way that is inspired by, and harmonizes with, its sur-
roundings.

Because we accept the fact that the application of water is
so dependent on the setting and circumstances, it’s difficult
for us to categorize our work or cast broad generalizations
about the way we use water in our designs. Therefore, the best
way for us to discuss our approach to watershaping is to look
at what we’ve done in the context of specific projects.

Careful Variations
Many of our projects are installed in and around the Toronto

area, where there’s a need to control water in ways that might
not be necessary in warmer climates. As you’ll see in the group
of projects discussed in this article, we often use smaller bod-
ies of water so they can be immobilized quickly and easily for
the winter season, or we’ll plan our waterfeatures so that they
can freeze and create interesting ice formations when the
weather turns cold. In addition,a lot of what we do is inspired
by the history of a given location or by its dominant function.

However the water is used,we work with the understanding
that all of us love to be by the water’s edge – a simple fact that
invariably makes the effort and expense of quality watershap-
ing worthwhile.

And make no mistake: Both the effort and expense are real
factors in our area,where many people are reluctant to use wa-
ter because of concerns over maintenance and both short- and
long-term costs. Despite such concerns, however, we strive to
use some form of water whenever we can and have, perhaps
as a result of our advocacy, seen through the past several years
a tremendous surge in the demand for watershapes across the
full range of our projects.

Let’s take a look at some recent cases in which water has
served as a key or central element as a way of understanding
this demand – and as a means of exploring the ways we use
overall settings to set the context for our designs.
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This project encompasses an 11-hectare

(27-acre) site immediately outside the his-

toric town of Niagara-on-the-Lake near

Niagara Falls.  KPMB Architects of Toronto

designed the building.  Our firm was re-

tained by the client to assemble the design

team and create a master plan for the site. 

The site program called for a main en-

try road, pedestrian and bicycle routes,

parking, auto and bus drop-off routes, an

entry plaza, terraces, gardens, a demon-

stration vineyard and an amphitheater –

as well as naturalization and restoration of

a flood plain and reconstruction of the ex-

isting vineyard. 

The watershape we designed for this

project is simple and modest – but of cru-

cial aesthetic importance.  Visitors approach

the main building along a gracious, curved

entry road that passes through the vine-

yard. They arrive at a grand entry plaza

edged by a linear watershape – a trough

approximately 65 feet long and three feet

wide that provides a soothing transition

from the wide-open viticultural space into

the winery’s Great Hall. 

Although its rectilinear design is purely

architectural, the trough’s raw, unfinished

concrete surface and the rough-hewn rock

wall are inspired by structures used to con-

tain irrigation water for the property’s defin-

ing purpose.  At the midway point along

the trough, water sheets over a weir of

stainless steel from the upper basin, whose

backdrop is a raised, rough-hewn wall.

Water cascading from three stainless steel

spigots embedded within the wall add

sound and motion to the otherwise sim-

ple but elegant system. 

A VINTNER’S
TROUGH

Jackson-Triggs Estate Winery
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The Common is a ten-acre space

nestled in a U-shaped complex of

buildings that serves as the func-

tional core of the sprawling campus

of York University in North York,

Ontario.  

The main design feature is the

grand ceremonial lawn.  At the cen-

ter of this space, we placed a large

oval reflecting pond.  The pond was

originally intended to double as an

ice rink in winter, but the cost of the

system needed to maintain the ice

proved to be prohibitive.  In addi-

tion, we set a small circular fountain

with simple vertical plumes in a large

paved area that serves as a transi-

tion between the lawn and the ad-

jacent building’s main entrance. 

The overall design of the plaza

reflects the formal architecture of

the surrounding structures.  The

surface of the simple, elegant pond

reflects the sky, the surrounding

trees and the architecture itself,

lending a special sense of tran-

quility, beauty and interest to what

is usually a busy plaza. 

The rest of what we did on site

fits into this program:  The major

pedestrian and vehicular routes as

well as the lawn and pond are sur-

rounded by colorful perennial gar-

dens with graceful steel arbors.  We

also worked in chaise lounge-like

benches, low walls, subtle grade

changes and broad paved areas to

create a variety of spaces in which

students and staff may escape the

confines and stresses of the univer-

sity’s buildings. 

AN OVAL
HEART

The Common at York University
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This fall, David Tisherman, Skip Phillips 
and Brian Van Bower are hosting two very
special Genesis 3 events:  The group’s second
Fountain School and the latest in the series
of increasingly popular Level I Schools.

November 6-10, 2002
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, Fall 2002

How Good Do You Want To Be?

December 4-8, 2002
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, as well as a
guided tour of Toronto’s fountains.   
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A Valued Colleague
Our firm has become known for its

use of water,and it is a distinction we’re
proud to wear.

A significant part of our success can
be attributed to our ongoing collabo-
ration with R.J. Van Seters, a Toronto-
based watershape consultant and engi-
neer. His extensive experience with all
manner of fountains,ponds and swim-
ming pools has been invaluable to our
ability to transform aesthetic concepts
into three-dimensional reality.

Projects such as Courthouse Square
(seen on these pages) and many others
have required careful and precise hy-
draulic designs that must function re-
liably under a range of conditions.
Without the hard discipline of engi-
neering, our watershapes would be lit-
tle more than nice ideas on paper.

– J.R. & G.H.

ELEVATED ELEGANCE
Queen’s Quay Terrace

Perched eleven stories up, this windswept terrace overlooks Toronto’s Lake Ontario

harbor.  In this case, our goal was to transform a small, angular space into a unique,

art-inspired contemporary garden. 

Our work was inspired in part by a unique “music garden” located in the park be-

low.  Designed by renowned artist Julie Messervy, the garden makes use of spiral geom-

etry and whimsical combinations of plants and materials in making its impressions.  

High above the park on this private terrace, we used every last corner of space to

hold a combination of raised stone planters, sculptures and contemporary watershapes

– one a raised stone trough and spillway, another a hand-carved Indiana stone bowl

and fountain.  Throughout the design, textured stainless steel walls (including a ser-

pentine steel wall on the south portion of the terrace) play off against the rough stone

elements of the fountains and planters with combinations of linear forms and wave

patterns.

We used the simple watershapes to establish visual links to the grand harbor and

lake vistas beyond – and to resonate against, and harmonize with, the serpentine wall.

At the same time, the gentle sounds of falling water conveniently help by masking the

traffic noise from the city streets below.  

We rounded out the visual experience with a variety of sculptures and six-foot-tall

stands of specimen grasses that create a beautiful rustling sound as the wind blows

across this lofty perch. 



This project always worked in
aesthetic terms, but it was a chal-
lenge to build.

For starters, the building is not
equipped with a service elevator,
so we had to carry materials up to
the terrace by hand. In addition,
there were limits on how much
weight the underlying structure
would support, which required
careful coordination with a struc-
tural engineer in both the design
and construction phases. And fi-
nally,due to a lack of storage space
on the narrow terrace, materials
had to be used immediately upon
delivery so as not to invade the
clients’ private lives or interfere
with their daily routines.

Ultimately,however,we all con-
sidered the extra effort to be worth-
while,considering the connections
we established to the surrounding
architecture and scenery.
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a wooden structure to contain a liner for the pond.  We
then moved in sod and stone to create berms that would
effectively conceal transitions in elevation. 

The garden was presented to visitors as a sort of se-
cret haven protected by lush green hedging and a de-
ciduous forest canopy.  The plantings along the edges
of the pond were critical in that they allowed glimpses
of the garden.  In strategic places, stone walls with
detailed Chinese characters framed the view of the gar-
den and enticed visitors to explore further. 

Once inside, visitors were treated to a rich combination
of elements including large, specimen rhododendron plant-
ings and a pine canopy looming over a garden where
whimsical statuary emerged from sweeping shrubs and
combinations of perennials, annuals and bulbs.

– J.R. & G.H.
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Transforming a tired, old swimming pool into an inviting
naturalistic environment is always a challenge,but when the client is Playboy’s
Hugh Hefner, the project becomes an adventure as well.

The original lagoon pool at Playboy Mansion West in Los Angeles,Calif.,
is still in great shape as a result of outstanding design, construction and
maintenance. In purchasing the estate across the street, the plan was to
add a “Playmate House” to the main compound.

Among the extensive renovations undertaken at the new property was
the complete renovation of the backyard and its swimming pool. As was
the case with the famed pool and grotto, the concept was to create a rocky
focal point – one that would serve as a set for video and photographic shoots.

Several firms specializing in artificial rockwork were interviewed. In
addition to concerns about quality and style, there was also a need to find
a company that could design and execute the complete makeover in a six-
week time frame. Following a series of interviews and site visits, our firm,
Rock Formations of Fontana, Calif., was chosen.

In some respects, the project was typical of many others we’ve done;
in others, however, it was the sort of project that comes along only once
in a great while.

The swimming pool and grotto at the Playboy Mansion West are among the most

photographed and celebrated watershapes of all time. So when Playboy founder Hugh

Hefner purchased a neighboring estate and wanted the pool remodeled to harmonize

with the original masterpiece, rock specialist Bruce Riley knew he had his work cut out

for him. After all, he says, the naturalistic rock castings had to create a setting

worthy of a centerfold. 

Change
Playful

A

of
Scene
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By Bruce Riley
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A Flat Canvas
The existing pool and backyard gave us precious little as a

starting place. But the free-form shape of the ordinary-look-
ing pool did lend itself to a rock-pool treatment,and we planned
to dress it with a flat, natural-looking artificial rock that was to
be used in other spots around the sprawling backyard.

That was simple, but the design also called for a naturalistic
eight-foot cascade and rockscape to be installed on the slope
at the back of the pool, which was actually two-feet below the
bond beam. The cascade was to fall into a shallow wading area
with expanses of flat rock decking – basically to accommodate
photographers and swimsuit models.

The client chose not to add a grotto or a waterslide to the pool,
because the purpose of the pool was purely decorative – built for
aesthetics rather than for recreation, as the original across the
street had been. In a sense, the remodeled pool should actual-
ly be considered as a permanent “set”that will be used with great
frequency as a backdrop for filming and photography.

In structural terms, creating the waterfeature required the
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BLAND ORIGINS: The pool we were called in to remodel was nice and
big, but it definitely was lacking in the aesthetic appeal its owners required.

BREAKING GROUND: The first remodeling step involved installing the re-
bar and plumbing for the wading pool at the foot of the waterfall and its
spillway into the main pool. A six-foot caisson with a deep footing is the
main support element and is roughly in the middle of the structure. Footings
also were used on the backside of the structure to ensure support for the
waterfall structure on all sides.

GOING UP: Once the basin was shot, we started setting up the sub-
structure for the waterfall rocks. In the past, we used broken concrete in
the bases of our waterfalls, mainly as a way to dispose of old concrete decks
and to avoid expensive formwork. In recent years, however, we’ve start-
ed using foam blocks instead. This reduces the weight of the structure,
which is key in remodels such as this one in which the original bond beam
wasn’t designed to accept much of a surcharge.

The alternative would have been to remodel the pool with additional steel
and concrete, but we believe with artificial rock that the better choice is to
minimize the stress on the bond beam and pool walls. 

construction of a new retaining wall and an underground equip-
ment vault. We were also responsible for replumbing the en-
tire pool, installing new electrical and remote controls and re-
plastering. Opposite the rock waterfall,we transformed an old
step entry into a rock-textured beach entry.

Two pumps were plumbed to run the waterfall system. One
draws water from the wading pool (so it can be isolated and heat-
ed for the comfort of the models). A second pump draws wa-
ter from the pool through the filtration system for recirculation
through the waterfall (so that the wading pool’s water can be
cleaned and filtered). The system is set up so that only one pump
functions at a time.

It was all fairly routine stuff,but the time frame was a real bear:
Originally,we were told we had to complete our work in time for
the filming of a Fox-TV special called “The Girl Next Door: The
Search for a Playboy Centerfold,” which aired in May during
Sweeps Season. Fortunately, the filming was delayed by two
months,which gave us a much more realistic schedule to follow.

Even with the reprieve, however, we worked right up to the



onset of production. In fact, the Fox crews were setting up as
we applied the finishing touches to the rockwork and the elec-
trician was wrapping up his work on the fiberoptic lighting.

Matching the Glamour
The key design directive was to echo the look and feel of the

famous pool at the main mansion,which had been designed and
built in the early 1970s by architect Ron Dirsmith. But that did
not mean that we had to do everything in exactly the same way.

The original, for example,was done with real rock. Given the
timeline and budget,the remodel had to use artificial rock – which
is almost certainly one of the reasons our firm, which has pio-
neered artificial rockwork since 1979,was selected to do the job.

The original had a style we needed to mimic,which meant we
had to modify our usual approach and create castings that looked
like large, stacked boulders. In addition, the waterfall was de-
signed with several small basins and sheets of water, as opposed
to the more irregular cascades that we typically install. As men-
tioned above, the waterfall is set up as a backdrop for photog-

raphers and videographers,which meant we also had to set things
up with unusually expansive flat surfaces to allow models and
actors to recline and pose for cameras.

To get the details right, we built a small-scale model of the
project – both to enable our clients to visualize the proposed re-
sults and to serve as a guide as we constructed the waterfall
and established its surroundings.

Because the waterfall was to be constructed on a broad, flat
area, we spent a good bit of time making certain it wouldn’t
look like a volcano erupting at the far end of the pool. The
raised decks and planters were set up as important interme-
diate design elements that enabled us to blend the waterfall
structure with the surroundings. Taken together with the back-
ground landscaping, the waterfall looks like it belongs.

When you work with Hugh Hefner’s organization,you quick-
ly learn that attention to detail is the order of the day. In this
case, all of the aesthetic elements were carefully considered and
discussed. We suggested that the pool be finished with a peb-
ble surface to blend with the rockwork and help create a natu-
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READY FOR ANYTHING: Especially in California, we’re concerned about seismic forces
and the havoc they can bring. Our concern for structural strength is why we used a big cais-
son and footings in this project along with #4 rebar throughout. We also set up a slip
joint at the intersection of the wading pool with the old swimming pool shell. This way,
when the next earthquake rolls through the area, the two structures will move independently.

This adds a small surcharge to the pool shell, but we feel this approach is preferable to
drilling dowels into the pool beam and knitting the two structures together, largely because
of the hinge effect that might come into play. 

PLACING THE CASTINGS: Placement of the castings is
always the most artistic part of the job, and this project was
no exception. We positioned the castings for the main wa-
terfall in a single day, referring to the scale model (seen in
the foreground) that we had built as a design tool.

After setting the castings, we spent another day installing
chicken wire between the castings in order to hold concrete
in the gaps. We then pumped in another truckload of con-
crete to encase all the rebar in at least four inches of concrete

– and to fill all the voids behind the castings. 
In artificial rockwork, the “dirty work” is in this shaping

process. Creating rebar shapes backed with metal lath or
burlap for sculpting concrete is time consuming, so the temp-
tation is to keep the shapes simple. By contrast, the trick with
castings is to backfill and let the castings themselves do much
of the shaping. As evidenced in this project, castings make
it easy to create all sorts of compelling visuals, from cantilevers
to interesting small formations and outcroppings. 

WEAVING A SCENE: To integrate new work into old and to
soften the appearance of the old shell, we placed rock ledges
and outcroppings along the edge of the pool, increasing the
sense that the new structure truly belongs where we put it. The
area we did most of work in was actually below the old deck
level, so we built up the surroundings with planter and ledges.
Note that any casting located in areas that hold water were
mortared in place only after the shell had been waterproofed. 
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n conceptual terms, watershape fil-
tration is about as simple as it gets:
Water that picks up insoluble organ-
ic materials in the form of dirt,debris,

dust and algae is drawn by the pump to
pass through a filter medium of one type
or another. The medium – whether sand,
a cartridge or diatomaceous earth – traps
these materials and lets only clear, clean
water back into the vessel.

When the pump sends the cleaned wa-
ter out of the filter, that water returns to
the pool to dilute the dirty water in a con-
tinuous cycle of cleansing and dilution that
ultimately results – when the system is set
up the right way – in clear,clean water that’s
both aesthetically pleasing and safe.

Sand, cartridge and diatomaceous
earth filters have long dominated the
market, and each requires a filter tank
with internal components specific to the
filter medium it uses. There are com-
mon components (as discussed at the
end of this article), but it’s important
for the watershaper to know that the
three main filter types have different na-

tures, different installation requirements,
different applications and different sets
of benefits.

Sand Solutions
Filtration via sand is the oldest form of

water filtration and has historically
worked well in residential and commer-
cial swimming pools and particularly well
in ponds, whether fish are present or not
– although it’s not typically used with spas
for reasons discussed below.

A sand filter works through what is
known as depth filtration. In this process,
an internal diffuser evenly distributes the
water coming in from the pump over the
surface of a sand bed. The water travels
down through the sand bed, driving the
dirt and debris into the layers of sand,and
finally reaches the tank bottom. Stripped
of dirt while moving through the sand
bed, the water is now collected by an un-
der-drain or laterals assembly and returned
to the vessel.

� The Medium: The most common
sand used in these filters is #20 standard

silica sand. The rough edges of these sand
granules are what collect the particles of
dirt. Over a long period of time (gener-
ally five to ten years,depending on usage,
weather and other factors), the rough
edges erode and become smooth, at
which point the sand needs to be changed.
This is a major undertaking that requires
disassembling the filter.

Supplementing the sand bed and in-
creasing the efficiency of backwashing,pea
gravel is often placed at the tank’s bottom
to cover the laterals. This material should
have diameters between 1/8 and 1/4 inch.

To clean the sand bed, a backwash cy-
cle is initiated in which the flow of water
to the filter is reversed: The water is
pumped to the under-drain laterals at the
bottom of the tank and flows upward,
disturbing the sand bed and effectively
sending the top six inches of sand into
solution while flushing the dirty water
up through the diffuser and out the back-
wash valve to waste.

There are several options when it comes
to this backwashing step. The sand fil-

The key to clear and clean water in just
about any successful watershape is
effective and efficient filtration. What
this means for residential pools and spas
in particular,says hydraulics expert Steve
Gutai, is that the watershaper needs to
understand the characteristics of avail-
able filter media as well as the nuts and
bolts of how filters are installed. Here,
he breaks down these basics with an eye
toward matching systems perfectly with
specific applications.

Crystalline
Clarity

By Steve Gutai

I

H y d r a u l i c F u n d a m e n t a l s
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ter on a residential pool, for example,may
be equipped with either a push-pull, full-
flow or top- or side-mounted multi-port
valve,while commercial pool systems will
tend to use a series of butterfly valves or
an electronically controlled auto-back-
wash system.

The backwashing cycle on most sand
filters typically takes somewhere be-
tween two and five minutes. As for tim-
ing, backwashing should always be
based on an increase in filter pressure
rather than on a time frame. In other
words, there’s no such thing as a “week-
ly backwash.”

� Installation: When installing a sand
filter, it’s important to keep a few points
in mind. First, plumb the filter after the
pump (but before the heater). Second,
make sure as well that the filter is sized to
accommodate the pump’s flow.

This is a very important point. The
National Sanitation Foundation (NSF)
requires a maximum of 20 gallons per
minute per square foot of surface area
for residential pools and a maximum of
15 gpm per square foot for commercial
pools. If the flow rate is too high, it will
cause channeling – that is, free-flow path-
ways through the sand bed that signifi-
cantly reduce the filtering action. If, by
contrast, the pump is undersized, then

only relatively large particles (in the 25-
to-100-micron range),which means that
there are some very small particles that
will inevitably get through. This can be
a concern in some applications.

You also need to consider the practical is-
sue of how the backwashed water will be
handled: If you tie the backwash valve into
a drainage system or a P-trap, you need to
know it can handle the flow. And if the body

the backwash cycle will not have enough
flow to disturb the sand bed and little
of the debris will flow to waste.

It’s also important to think about con-
venience of repairs and maintenance in
positioning the filter on the pad – and
therefore to make certain that the drain
plug on the tank bottom is accessible.

� Considerations: Sand filters aren’t
for every vessel. For starters, they remove
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of water is small,you need to be aware that
you’ll end up draining away a good portion
of the system’s water during backwashing.

This last point is partly why sand fil-
tration is not the best choice for spas:
Because of the long backwash times and
the fact that spas typically hold small
volumes of water, you can end up drain-
ing most of the vessel during back-
washing. In addition, because of the
high temperatures of spa water, bathers’
body oils are more readily released and
will tend to seal the surface of the sand
bed. This will pack the filter and short-
en filter cycles considerably.

Pleat Bargains
Although cartridge filters have been

on the market for decades now, they re-
main the newest type of filtration used
on swimming pools and spas. Cartridge
filters work by means of surface filtration,
meaning that the debris is captured sole-
ly on the surface of the filter media as the
pump pushes water through a spun-
bonded polyester-fabric cartridge.

The main internal component of these
filters is the cartridge (or a series of fabric
cartridges). These units provide a great deal
of filtering surface area compared to other
filter types, which means longer filter cy-
cles and less time spent in maintenance.

The cartridges are usually connected
to a manifold and a locating device of some
sort used to hold the cartridges in place.
The water flows into the filter tank’s body,
where it is diverted through the cartridge
or cartridges by a baffle. The particles
of dirt and debris are deposited on the
surface of the cartridge.

� The Medium: The filtering action
with cartridges occurs on their pleated-
fabric surfaces, which are capable of re-
moving particles down to 15 or 20 mi-
crons – and even smaller in some cases,
depending on the manufacturer and the
medium.

For cleaning, the filter cartridges are re-
moved from the tank and hosed off. If
the cartridge is coated with body oil, sun-
tan lotion, calcium, algae or rust, it must
be soaked in a solution of tri-sodium
phosphate or some other commercial car-
tridge-cleaning agent. Once it’s clean, the
cartridge is returned to the filter.

As with sand filters, cleaning times are

dictated by internal pressure in the sys-
tem. When that pressure rises by 10 psi
from its initial (clean) reading, the car-
tridges need to be cleaned once again.

� Installation: Filters of this type are
perhaps the easiest to install. They’re
plumbed on the discharge side of the
pump (and before the heater) and require
no drains or P-traps for any sort of back-
wash valve.

When installing these units, however,
you need to keep in mind that they’ll
need to be disassembled frequently for
servicing and that you need to leave
enough space around the filter for easy
access. Even so, the process is simplified
because cartridge filters require no back-

wash valve, which means the plumbing
ports can be located on different planes
or tank locations.

� Considerations: There’s great flex-
ibility with cartridge filters in that their
smaller tanks can be mounted in a vari-
ety of positions relative to plumbing con-
nections. This is a big advantage when it
comes to portable spas, for example,
where under-skirt geography can get quite
convoluted. A helpful spa variant involves
installing the cartridge within the skim-
mer throat. (This sort of flexibility is why
the spa industry uses cartridge filters al-
most exclusively.) 

With cartridge filters, however, you
must watch your flow rates carefully. If
the flow rate is too fast, it will drive the
dirt particles through the filter cartridge
and back into the pool – and if it’s way
too fast, the cartridge’s medium can fail.

The maximum flow rate for residential
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A Place For All Seasons
By Suzanne & Ron Dirsmith

With its elegant structures, extensive sculpture gardens, beautiful watershapes and exquisitely maintained grounds, this 12-1/2-acre estate in Highland P
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ater can be a central

feature of any design, but in many cases

it is just one element among many of

equal (if not greater) importance.

In the case of the project pictured here,

the owners,a gentle and loving family,es-

tablished and have maintained a vision

of just the sort of warm and nurturing

home and landscape they wanted,one in

which the lives of family members and

friends would be sustained,enriched and

enlivened. Their vision (and their in-

volvement with us) might have begun

with the water, but it has since expand-

ed to include nearly every detail of the

property’s interior and exterior spaces.

Our clients believe,as do we, that there

is a natural order to the universe and that

the “built environments” we create can

confine us or free us, starve us or nurture

us. As we move through our lives, our

simple challenge is to live and love, work

and play in settings that offer emphatic

expressions of our essential humanity. In

other words, what we build and create

forever shapes our lives on a variety of

physical and spiritual levels.

So while this property plainly has a

beautiful swimming pool and spa and

those features are important elements in

the overall environment, what is more

important is how the element of water is

used to meet the spatial and spiritual

needs of the clients and how it enhances

all of the places they choose to occupy.

Taken out of context, that may sound a

little high flown – so let’s bring it down to

street level with a look at the entire pro-

ject and how it’s come together through

the past 20 years.

W

Park, Ill., is the product of two decades of ongoing design work by architects and environmental designers Suzanne and Ron Dirsmith.  Among the many 
works of art and perfectly scaled amenities placed on the property, the project’s pool and spa create spectacular spaces for relaxation or exercise.



LIiquid Endeavors
The clients first contacted us in 1980

after they’d seen television and magazine
coverage of the work we’d done for Hugh
Hefner and had attended a wedding at
Chicago’s North Shore Unitarian Church,
which we had also designed. Once they
tracked us down, which wasn’t hard giv-
en the fact that we’re located in the same
city, they asked us to create an indoor en-
vironment centered around a family
swimming pool.

They told us up front that they want-
ed some of the same sense of fun, inter-
est and mystery they had seen in our oth-
er projects. So we visited the large, 1950s
vintage builder’s home set on a 2-1/2-acre
lot surrounded by native woods and a pair
of golf courses.

At that point, the family had lived in
the home for about two years, and the
owners were ready to expand and up-
grade the place in a variety of ways. We
were told that the swimming pool and
spa environments were to be the first in
a series of projects that ultimately would
bind us together with these clients for two
decades. During that time, we also de-
signed and built a large home at Casa de
Campo in the Dominican Republic for
them, along with a substantial estate on
a private island near Boca Raton, Fla.

The father, a native Chicagoan like us,
is a hugely successful industrialist who
runs worldwide manufacturing and dis-
tribution facilities for his unique line of
products. He’s a quiet, shy,gentle person
who treasures privacy; he and his family
are all well-educated world travelers who
have amassed a marvelous collection of
fine and contemporary art including
works by Liechtenstein, Picasso, Calder
and many others.

One of our ongoing challenges has
been to create environments for the fam-
ily’s ever-growing collection of indoor
artwork and outdoor sculpture.

As we do with all of our clients,we spent
a considerable amount of time initially
just talking with them, getting to know
them personally and coming to under-
stand what they had in mind for their
home and property. In this first set of en-
counters,our discussions covered how the
swimming pool and spa complex would
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Our work on this property bagan more than 20 years ago, when we
were called in to design a set of indoor watershapes. From the outset,
we strove to make the pool and waterfall and their surroundings seem
a natural expression of the land -- right doiwn to the elaborately pat-
terned terrazzo decking.



be used throughout the seasons.
We soon learned that they were true

nature lovers and, as such, wanted wa-
tershapes that would fit in seamlessly
within the fabric of their land and home
while providing the qualities of mystery,
delight and comfort they wanted for
themselves.

Wrapped Around Nature
The pool and spa environments were

to be enjoyable, but they had to “relate”
to their majestic surroundings.

We set it up with a gentle, organic, in-
timate shape with a depth ranging from
3-1/2 to 5 feet. We find in many cir-
cumstances that this shallow depth is a
practical, physical ideal for our clients.
It allows the entirety of the pool to be
used by everyone for swimming, games,
floating, talking or simply walking
around. It’s also cost-efficient in terms
of heating, recirculation and chemical
treatment.

Inside and outside the pool and spa,
we set up a variety of seating ledges and
alcoves and what we call “fun niches.”
These are places where one lies back
against the pool edge and looks up at
the sky through skylights or reflects on
nature as it is seen through large slid-
ing-glass walls.

There’s also a large stone seat/ledge lo-
cated under a waterfall on the deck next
to the recessed spa. This seat was con-
structed from a single slab measuring
roughly six by nine feet and looks as
though it had been broken away from a
large mountain outcropping. In the hy-
drotherapy spa, there’s a special spot with
a specially designed array of jets that lift
the body on a soothing surge of bubbles
and warm streams of water.

And this was just the beginning: The
real fun and magic came in blending
these watershapes into the natural sur-
roundings. Indeed, everything about
this initial phase of our work keyed on
the clients’desire to bring nature together
with the aquatic environment in inter-
esting ways. So throughout the design,
we blended stone, wood and metal to
create a harmony between the built en-
vironment and the natural world.

When we were just getting started, the
clients offered us their little plan sketch
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of a rectangular space that was to house the
swimming pool. We worked from that simple
concept, adding a range of features including
stone waterfalls, skylights, lighting and a vari-
ety of warm natural materials and textures.

The spa, for example, is embraced by the gen-
tly flowing lines of weathered-edge Wisconsin
dolomitic limestone and sits beneath a shin-
gle-lined skylight that opens like a flume to the
sky above. The ceiling is surfaced with wood –
a band-sawn,beveled cedar that covers the space
in an intricate, mitered pattern that is graceful
yet warm and nurturing.

Delighting in Details
We carried this sense of the natural into every

detail of the setting.
The pool decks and pool interior, for exam-

ple, are all poured and finished in rustic ter-
razzo forms – a nice mix of Algonquin River
pea gravel along with ox-blood (red) and ob-
sidian (black) tumbled marble chips. Linear
slot drains run along the edges between inset
planter beds that feature lush tropical planti-
ngs, including areca palms, pothos, ferns and
ivy. A series of smaller bronze mirror-band-
ed skylights offer warm reflections of the sun,
sky, trees, birds, rain or moon.

When the weather is clear, natural light
and motion encroach upon the interior en-
vironment, bouncing off the swirling and
rippling water surfaces while throwing com-

Where the pool and waterfall are surround-
ed by glass and participate directly in the
environment, the spa is off to the side – a
private space meant for comfort, relaxation
and therapy. The skylight above invites the
sun into the space while offering spectaular
views of the night sky.
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The Hot Seat 

The spa mentioned in the accompanying
story was designed to seat ten people com-
fortably.  Among its many features is a single
hydrotherapy seat of which we are particu-
larly proud.  

In all, ten special jets pulsate, spin and gen-
tly massage the body here.  The array of jets
includes two in the floor under the feet; two
in the lower seat wall behind the calves; two
in the seat under the thighs; two in the upper
wall in the lower back/lumbar region; and two
just below the waterline that course across the
upper back, neck and shoulders. 

The whole of the spa, however, does the
job of providing wondrous hydrotherapy mas-
sage in all seating positions – and all enjoy
unique views of the surrounding structure’s
interior as well as the delightful exterior views
found through the glass-paneled walls. 

– S. & R.D.
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plex reflections onto the surrounding
stonework, plantings and wooden ceil-
ing. When the weather turns, one can
look up and see soft, delicate snow-
flakes falling on the glass overhead be-
fore they melt and run off in ever-
changing traceries.

Sometimes these views of nature are
gentle and retiring, other times they are
wild and exciting. No matter the season,
there’s always something different and in-
triguing going on.

The natatorium itself is wrapped
around a huge, 150-year-old oak tree.
Some of the large glass windows are
frameless and seem to disappear into
the surrounding landscape. And from
any viewpoint within the building, one
can enjoy views of the sculpture gardens,
paths and axial views we created around
the structure.

The pool/spa facility also includes a full
kitchen, two wood-paneled shower and
dressing rooms with cedar ceilings rising
up to skylights, a full-sized sauna, and a
special room that’s used for a variety of
functions. Finally, there is a special
sound/television system distributed
throughout the space for all to enjoy.

The pool and spa facility turned out
beautifully and the clients were thrilled.
We had no thought at the time that we’d
be asked to do anything more on the
property, nor did we have the sense that
this project was only the beginning of
what was to become a long and fruitful
relationship.

Expanding Vision
About two years after we completed

the pool/spa facility, the owners con-
tacted us again and asked us what we
thought we might do if they were able
to purchase two acres of property directly
to the west of their existing land. At the
time, this land was part of a 10-acre par-
cel owned by an elderly woman who had
been born and raised there. She was a
person of agile mind and great spirit –
and owner of the largest single parcel still
available in Highland Park.

Our clients explained that they had
been trying to purchase the land from
their neighbor for a couple of years, but
that she was reluctant because she did-
n’t want to see her family’s land “devel-
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As our clients acquired neighboring properties and expanded their estate, they called on
us to take every advantage of the inside-to-outside views that became available. In some
directions, the greenery is right up front, sheltering the indoor spaces; in others, the vis-
tas spread dramatically across the sculpture garden and into the distant trees.

Mirror Magic

Through decades of design experimentation and observation, we’ve discovered the
special mystery and magic that can be gained through the careful use of mirrors. 

In the project described in the accompanying text, for example, the skylights in the
ceiling of the pool and spa housing are banded on their four vertical sides with mirrors.
This creates an interesting effect where it appears as though there is no ceiling struc-
ture around the skylights and that the space is simply open to the sky. 

As the sunlight moves across the sky (and as it changes its arc throughout the year),
the reflections of the sky transmitted into the interior space by these mirrored surfaces
are never the same – an ongoing, ever-changing, mysterious cascade of light that plays
on interior wood, rock, plant life, metal and water.  The same is true at night, as sub-
tle reflections of moonlight caress the interior surfaces with a constantly changing in-
terplay of light and reflection.

Any outdoor motion, from falling snow to wind-rustled tree branches, adds anoth-
er dimension of mystery and variety – an effect that is particularly compelling at night
as the up-lighting in the massive oak trees that embrace the building is reflected into
the space via the skylight mirrors. 

– S. & R. D.



oped”in the usual way,with rows of townhouses or condos facing the
golf courses. She was open-minded,however,and told our clients she
might be willing to sell once she saw what they intended to do with
the space.

We went right to work and prepared some sketches. Our idea
was to open up a long axial view from the main house and set up
a system of jogging trails and rustic pathways through the heavily
wooded space. We also drew in pieces of outdoor sculpture, inte-
grating the new space into a sculpture-garden concept for the over-
all property.

Based on the drawings, the woman agreed to let our clients pur-
chase the property. During the next 18 months, we developed the
space per the plan – but with about eight times the amount of sculp-
ture!  The new space became a natural extension of the stylized out-
door environment on the existing property, and their neighbor was
thrilled to see land that had been so much a part of her life and fam-
ily being used in such a harmonious and natural way.

Before long, our clients offered to purchase the eight acres she
still had. She wasn’t ready for so dramatic a step, but she did agree
to sell another 2-1/2-acre parcel and again waited to see what we’d
do with it.

As things would have it,we had just finished planting an enormous
stand of trees that included a variety of 18- to 24-foot evergreen trees
at the end of the long view from our clients’ home. Nestled along
the walkways and jogging trails were flows of flowering shrubs and
ground covers, all augmented with landscape lighting, benches and
about a dozen pieces of sculpture set into the landscape.

It was really beautiful, but we’d set it up as complete, never con-
sidering that we’d have another few acres to include in the program.

Problem Solving
We weren’t sure how to proceed at first,but our clients ran right past

our hesitation, agreeing to extend the program we’d developed to
include the new acreage. So we extended the pathways, trails and light-
ing circuits, opening additional views into a variety of natural and
sculptured alcoves.

We hung 70-foot rope swings on the limbs of 200-year-old oak trees
and created a variety of seating niches and shorter vistas that capi-
talized on a number of special sight lines on the property. As for the
stand of trees we’d just planted,we simply picked them up and moved
them another 400 feet to the west, opening up a breathtaking view
from the house even more effectively.

As the property was being developed and expanded in terms of
the exterior gardens and landscaping, each and every section of
the main house was also being carefully remodeled and expanded
to take advantage of the new views we were establishing.

Before too many more years passed, our clients bought the whole
of the adjoining estate. With each increment, they’ve more fully re-
alized their dream of having a home environment that integrates
nature with their living spaces – and does so gracefully through
all seasons.

For us, the project began with watershapes and took off from there
as an expanding canvas of natural beauty, sculptural art and archi-
tectural ingenuity. In all, it was an exceptional project. As designers
and builders of spaces for humans to experience, we could scarcely
ask for anything more.
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By no means was our work on the estate limit-
ed to interior spaces or the immediate vicinity of
the home. We designed the entire property to es-
tablish and take spectacular advantage of the long
and short views that were available to us – and to
place a large number of artworks in an array of
appropriate settings
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his time around, I’ll follow a detour from the design-oriented pub-
lications we’ve been covering to take a look at a truly unique re-
source: If you build residential swimming pools and spas or are
considering moving into the field, the National Spa & Pool Institute’s

Residential Pool & Spa Builders Reference Manual is a useful and infor-
mative text unlike any other available to the trade.

Written and reviewed by dozens of NSPI’s builder members, the man-
ual offers a comprehensive overview of pool and spa construction while
providing a good foundation of general business and technical infor-
mation. That makes sense, because it is basically the textbook for NSPI
members studying to pass the institute’s Certified Building Professional
(CBP) exam.

Unlike similar fields – such as landscape architecture or even gar-
den design, which crowd my shelves with scores of books by genera-
tions of scholars and other experts – the pool and spa industry has al-
ways been short of this kind of practical/technical information. To its
credit, NSPI developed the CBP exam and text in an attempt to fill
this cavernous “education gap,” generating its latest edition in 1998 to
serve a broad (some might say too broad) a range of market niches.

This breadth can indeed be a drawback. The manual surveys every-
thing from business finances to excavation, from safety issues to struc-
tures, and from loss prevention to hydraulics. The result is a sprawl-

ing compilation of general information spread over 14
chapters and a glossary.

Some parts are useful to anyone in the business.
Nonetheless, because the text moves over such broad
subjects in so rapid a fashion, it cannot and does not
cover any given subject to any great depth – and that can
be troubling to anyone with detailed knowledge of one
area or another, because he or she doubtless will find
omissions large and small. Even so, the manual is im-
pressive for the across-the-board foundation it provides
for further study and exploration of individual topics.

In studying the text for my own crack at the exam (I
passed), I found myself exposed to information that I
will probably never need to consider in my work as a de-
signer and installer of custom concrete pools and spas
in my market. In the exercise, however, I’m reminded
of studying landscape architecture in college: As an un-
dergraduate, I took classes that had nothing to do with
residential garden design – but that were nonetheless re-
quired for the degree in landscape architecture. This text
serves a similar purpose in that you come away with a
generalists’ understanding of the field – something in
which I see great value.

In other words, while I would certainly recommend
that anyone involved in pool and spa construction should
read this book as a foundation, I would suggest just as
strongly that it is a starting place and that you should
aggressively pursue other resources to develop expertise
in your market niche.

The exam that goes along with the manual is pretty
tough and takes a full three hours to complete. As is the
case with the text, the questions cover a great deal of ter-
ritory and not all of it was necessarily relevant to what I
was doing – but that’s what this kind of testing is about.

The manual can be purchased only through NSPI
headquarters in Alexandria, Va. Once you’ve received
it, you can take the test at various regional and nation-
al shows – but you must be an NSPI member to take
it and earn the CBP recognition.

To be sure,no single manual can possibly be all things
to all people, but this one certainly has a place on the
shelf of anyone who is serious about building residen-
tial pools and spas.

Book Notes By Mike Farley

A Generalist’s Roadmap

Mike Farley is a landscape architect with 20 years of experi-
ence and is currently a design/project manager 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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