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Watching the arc of a learning curve can be fascinating – particularly when you’re
not the one who’s going through the process.

This is why I find such meaning in presenting the article found in this issue on page
38: “Greater Expectations,”by Kevin Fleming. A project manager with Lipinski Estate
Pools in Marlton, N.J, Fleming’s story is the long-awaited follow-up to a piece that
ran two years ago in which he described the firm’s initial attempts to transform itself
from a focus on price-point competition to working only on quality, custom, ul-
tra-high-end projects.

As Fleming described in the first article, the impetus for change came from his
attendance at two Genesis 3 schools and some “provocative” conversations he had
with Genesis 3 co-founder David Tisherman. After two-plus years of struggle, trans-
formation and, ultimately, hard-won success, Fleming now reports that the tran-
sition is nearly complete. Today, the firm finds itself flying high over an emerging
upscale market.

“The clientele we’re working with now didn’t even know that this approach to
design and construction was available to them,” Fleming told me recently. “The
process we go through as a company has been completely transformed – and you
see the results of that change expressed on our clients’ faces and in their pride in the
finished product.”

Added David Tisherman,“I recently pointed out to Kevin that two years ago he
didn’t think they could ever sell a swimming pool that cost more than $40,000, and
now it’s unlikely that they would build anything for that amount. But it’s not about
the dollars: Instead, it’s about their commitment to creating works of art.”

***

I’m not particularly surprised when readers call me with comments,questions or
the occasional complaint about the prominence of “Genesis 3 people”in the pages
of WaterShapes. It’s certainly true that many of our columns and feature articles are
or have been written by that group’s founders, instructors and students, and it only
makes sense that some of you would see and wonder about the connection.

Why are they all here?  It’s pretty simple: From the days before we first set ink to
paper,people involved with Genesis 3 have stepped forward time and again to share
their work, their techniques and their insights with their fellow designers and builders,
and they’ve done so with in a way that aligns with the instructive/supportive/illus-
trative philosophy of the magazine in direct and tangible ways.

It’s a significant point of pride for us that such top-notch professionals have con-
tributed so generously to the magazine’s content. Collaborating with these folks is
all the more satisfying for me because our work together results entirely from a close-
ly shared vision of watershaping’s future and its ultimate potential.

True, this has meant that many of our columns and articles, whether contributed
by Genesis 3 alumni or not, have tended to pound away at cornerstone issues of
creative design, solid engineering and careful construction. But frankly, tracing
the infinite variety of ways in which those ideas can play out in today’s most ex-
citing projects is what this publication is all about.

Proof Positive

WATERsHAPES �JANUARY 2003

Structures By Eric Herman







Glenn Harris is founder and general man-
ager of World Class Pools by Harris, a design-
er and builder of high-end custom pools with
operations in Honolulu, Orlando and Tokyo.
Harris has been involved in pool construction
throughout almost his entire life, beginning
his career at the age of five alongside his fa-
ther, Charles, who is said to have been the first
person to receive a swimming pool contrac-
tor’s license in the state of California in 1957.
Although well versed in all phases of con-
struction, from excavation, steel and plumb-
ing to gunite, shotcrete and even hand-packed
shells, Harris now focuses primarily on cos-
metic details, including tile, plaster, decking,
and both natural and artificial rockwork.

Sandra Hasegawa Ingalls is president of
Foresight Inc., a landscape architecture firm in
Bellevue,Wash. Licensed since 1979, her design
and installation work ever since has been driven
by a passion for harmonizing human environ-
ments with nature. Her philosophy and passion
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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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Please note:
In “In This Issue” for our November/December

2002 edition, we offered Wayne Pierce’s bio-
graphical information as co-author with William
Hobbs of “Timeless Impressions” – but failed to
include his name in the byline on page 64 for the
story itself. Mr.Pierce was instrumental in prepar-
ing the article, and we regret the omission.

®

Model # QP-4063C42
QP-4063C48

Twin
Seat

TLC with a
new twist

90° 3-Tread Corner Twin Seat
Cantilever Stair

• Large Top Tread Area Large top tread area with 
maximum clearance from overhang of cantilever deck
for easy step and safety.

• Easier Liner Installation Quaker’s Patented
TLC with a new twist makes liner installation much
easier. (U.S. Patent #5,557,904)

• Available in White and Granite.
• Automatic Pool Covers The Quaker 90° 3-Tread

Corner Twin Seat Cantilever Stair is designed so you
can install it in applications with an automatic cover
or without.

• Wall Heights The 90° 3-Tread Corner 
Twin Seat Cantilever Stair is available in 
stair wall heights of 42" and 48" and is 
designed to replace (2) 6' wall panels.

PRODUCTS SOLD WORLDWIDE

AN INTERNATIONAL COMPANY

An Employee Owned Company

Quaker Plastic Corporation
103 South Manor Street • Mountville, PA 17554
Phone (717) 285-4571 Fax (717) 285-7740
Distribution Centers in Dallas, TX;
Orlando, FL; and Ontario, Canada
Email: info@quakerplastic.com  
Internet: www.quakerplastic.com









Circle  35 on Postage Free Card



14 WATERsHAPES � JANUARY 2003

s you spend your days creating structures that contain and control wa-
ter, it’s easy to lose sight of the water itself. Yes, we’re conscious of the fact that
we have to filter, treat and sometimes heat it, but in its role as the defining
feature in our products, water is so familiar a participant that in some ways
it almost becomes invisible.

This time around, I want us all to step back from the intricacies of the
design, engineering and construction tasks we all perform to consider the
water itself. As we do, you’ll find yourself thinking (as I often do) that we’re
in a special, healing trade that uses the curative qualities of water to the ben-
efit of our clients.

Through the years, the spa industry has done a lot to get across this point
about hydrotherapy,but I doubt most of us – those who don’t also sell portable
spas on a daily basis, that is – ever fully consider the broader implications of
water’s healing powers or consciously apply that knowledge in our daily work.

I’d like to heighten our general awareness by relating a few experiences
I’ve had through the years – incidents that have caused me to stop and
consider the truly profound nature of what I like to refer to as our “main
ingredient.”

The Five Powers
For starters, it’s useful to look at the specific

properties of water that make it helpful in treat-
ing and preventing a variety of human ailments.

I’m no doctor, and it bears specific mention-
ing that information about therapeutic benefits
should come from those who’ve studied the clin-
ical issues involved here,but the fact of the mat-
ter is that you don’t need a medical degree to
know with confidence that getting in the water
can be very good for you.

For several years in the 1980s, I worked as part
of a company (now defunct) that designed and
sold hydrotherapy equipment. During that time,
I had the distinct pleasure of meeting and work-
ing with a variety of talented physicians and hy-
drotherapy experts in the creation of a therapy
pool for the Miami Project to Cure Paralysis. The
organization was set up by former National
Football League star Nick Buoniconti after his son,
Marc, was injured and became quadriplegic.

That experience served to develop my under-
standing of the importance of our main ingre-
dient, largely through observing the disciplined,
structured way the medical community uses wa-
ter exercise and other forms of aquatic therapy
to treat a long list of ailments.

The range of therapies used today is immense,
but all of them boil down to the way they re-
late to five essential points:
�Buoyancy: We’ve all observed that when

we enter a pool or spa, the water immediately
supports a large portion of our body’s weight.
This has obvious and profound implications for
those who suffer with a wide range of disabili-
ties and physical impairments. It also makes
swimming and water exercises a great way for
anyone to get a workout – and with greatly re-

Aqua Culture By Brian Van Bower

When you stop and think about it, those of us in

the watershaping trades have both a privilege

and even a responsibility to share the fantastic

benefits of water with others. 

A

The Main Ingredient



We’ve “built”
over 1,500 pools
for you to SHOW your customers how their tile selection will look.

• Anaheim, CA • Livermore, CA • San Diego, CA • Tempe, AZ • Las Vegas, NV • Houston, TX • Longwood, FL • Naples, FL 
• Pompano Beach, FL • Sarasota, FL • Norcross, GA • Hatfield, PA 

www.nptgonline.com
888-411-TILE

We’ve built virtual pools with every single tile and color we carry – including decking tile – and you can show them to your
customers any time with our new interactive CD*. See them for yourself right now on our web site: www.nnppttggonline.com.

Now your customers can actually see how a pool will look in any style and color, instead of using their imagination and a
stack of tile samples. It’s easy, fast and really helps takes the guesswork out of making a tile decision.

Of course you’ll still need samples, and we’ll ship them immediately upon your request – but now you won’t need as many.

* Call 888-411-8483 and we’ll be happy to send interactive CDs to you or your customers. No access to a computer? 
No problem – use one of our display computers in a showroom nearest you.
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�Massage: One of the great pleasures
of life (as far as I’m concerned, anyway)
is the wonderful, soothing indulgence
of hydrotherapy jets in a spa. It’s an ex-
tremely pleasant, relaxing experience and
can be used to treat injuries and soreness
in joints and muscles as well as to increase
circulation.

� Psychology: Much of the reason
for water’s prowess as an exercise and ther-
apeutic medium is that it provides bathers
with a pleasant and invigorating experi-
ence. Doctors and physical therapists will
tell you that when patients enjoy their
therapeutic regimens, they’re more will-
ing to exercise longer and more frequently.
Exercising in water thereby feeds the spir-
it in important ways and can have a
tremendous positive influence on a sense
of well being.

To varying degrees, these points all
come into play when our main ingredi-
ent is used for healing. Indeed, some of
the most important and inspiring expe-
riences I’ve ever had in my career as a wa-
tershaper have come when I’ve seen, first
hand, this evidence of water’s curative
powers.

Freedom Machines
If you ever doubt for an instant the

amazing benefits of water as a therapeu-
tic medium, spend some time watching
physically handicapped children or adults
work out in a swimming pool.

During the past several years, I’ve had
the pleasure of working with the Greater
Miami Chapter of the National Spa &
Pool Institute on a project aimed at help-
ing severely physically disabled children
at a place called the Neva King Copper
Educational Center in Homestead,Fla. It
all started in 1997, when the chapter
agreed to renovate the center’s above-
ground pool as part of what we called our
“Adopt-A-Pool”program.

We held fundraisers and solicited do-
nations from members in the form of
product and the labor needed to rehabil-
itate and upgrade the 16-foot circular
pool, including a new filtering and sani-
tizing system, a new heater, an improved
access system and installation of a wheel-
chair lift, among other things.

This was all pretty ordinary stuff as pool
renovations go – not an enormous un-
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duced risk of injury compared to most
other forms of exercise.

� Temperature: It’s also well known
that different water temperatures (par-
ticularly, but not always, warm temper-
atures) can have significant effects on
such bodily functions as flexibility and
circulation.

� Resistance: The beauty of exercis-

ing in water is that,while it supports your
body weight and thus enables a widened
range of motion for those who otherwise
might not be able to move as freely, it also
provides even resistance in all directions.
Thus, the range of possible exercises is
seemingly infinite – and the level of im-
pact can be as light or intense as you want
to make it.
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Aqua Culture
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Visit our site to obtain your free CD.

Visit us at Booth #2427 in Atlantic City
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t’s pretty obvious that designing projects outside your famil-
iar climate zone takes some ingenuity and resourcefulness.
That’s something I could have told you before I tackled a pro-
ject near Lake Arrowhead in Southern California’s mountains

– a world away from my usual work in the hot,arid San Fernando
Valley or on Los Angeles’ temperate west side.

What the experience drove home for me, however, is the im-
portance of finding people in that “alien” zone who know what
they’re doing and are willing to work with you in realizing your
vision when you’re working away from your home base.

There were, for example, so many practical questions that no
guidebook could easily answer about which plants really do
survive throughout the year under the area’s extreme condi-
tions. There was also the simple necessity of working in a place
where outsiders are often unwelcome and getting straight an-
swers to questions can be about as difficult as getting a presi-
dential pardon.

I even encountered one nursery/landscape firm that flat-out
would not return my calls, but eventually I was lucky enough to

Making Connections

find a gracious, informative and extremely capable compa-
ny that made working on this project an absolute dream.

Crafting the Design
Armed with my fax machine and my new favorite busi-

ness associate, I was able to select a plant palette suitable for
Zone 3A – a three-step process that included sending the
nursery a potential plant list based on my research in gar-
den guides; receiving a list back noting which selections
would work best based on the nursery’s experience – and
which ones would not work at all; and then refining the list
to include only those plants I would ultimately use.

Next, it was time to find contractors. I knew that very
few of those I worked with “down the hill” would be will-
ing to drive so great a distance to work on this project –
or, if they were willing, could keep their fees for travel time
down to a level that made it possible to stay on budget. I
also found that more than a few weren’t pleased by the
prospect or inconvenience of working in a completely dif-
ferent geographic area.

So I began looking for local contractors who were in-
terested in a plan that included fences, a deck, decomposed
granite pathways, a railroad tie bridge, a streambed and
plenty of plants to shield the property from the neighbors’
lines of sight.

My clients had relationships with a number of contrac-
tors whom they’d used to perform electrical,plumbing and
other construction projects on their residence, but when it
came to getting bids for various portions of the backyard
design, the same people were unavailable or simply non-
responsive, presumably because they were either busy or
their portions of the project were too small.

As I plugged away at that challenge, I focused on what I
considered to be the most important part of the package:
the irrigation system.

I knew that very few contractors I work with ‘down the hill’

would be willing to drive so great a distance to work on

this project – or, if they were willing, could keep their 

fees for travel time down to a level that made it

possible to stay on budget.

Natural Companions By Stephanie rose

I





a local hardscape contractor. After a while,
I approached the nursery I was working
with and asked them to bid the entire pro-
ject. They accepted, and the installation
process suddenly became much easier.

I hadn’t approached them for a bid in
the first place because I had the sense
that I was asking a lot of them: They

had no direct knowledge of me or my
work and were basically doing every-
thing for me on faith. Ultimately, how-
ever, they were willing to go the extra
mile and were rewarded with a nice con-
tract on the entire project – including
ongoing maintenance of the property
when I was gone.

I also learned some lessons about the
weather: It seldom rains in Southern
California in these drought-tending times,
so it seems entirely appropriate that I chose
the only two days of the past year on which
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Natural Companions

The stream now links the old and new parts
of the property and gave us the opportu-
nity to add a railroad-tie bridge that gives
the composition an additional point of vi-
sual and aural interest.  The deck is a fair step
removed from the home, but we eased the
distance by adding a “dumb-waiter” to con-
vey supplies from the kitchen to the head
of the pathway far below.

My key meeting with the head of 

the nursery/landscape firm was 

conducted in the rain — which I 

took as a further demonstration

of the company’s willingness to get 

involved and do a good job.
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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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In the coming months, David Tisherman, Skip Phillips and Brian Van Bower are hosting

three very special Genesis 3 events:  The group’s next two Level 1 Schools and the latest

Level 2 School.

March 5-9, 2003
& November 12-16, 2003

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.

How Good Do You Want To Be?

November 17-20, 2003
Morro Bay, California
Genesis Level 2 School

Expanding on concepts explored in Level 1, the
Level 2 School brings participants face to face
with design professionals who advance the state
of the art with each project they tackle. From
architecture and lighting design to landscape
architecture and concrete color, stains and
details, students will get a first-hand look at
creative processes on the highest level. Open to
all applicants, the school will immediately fol-
low the fall 2003 Level 1 School in Morro Bay.  



ast time, I described a series of unfortunate revelations that complicated the
early stages of an elaborate pool renovation project in Malibu, Calif. By the
time all of those enormous structural issues had been addressed, the pool pro-
ject had been on hold for about six months.

When we finally returned to the site to resume our work, we were greeted
by a “courtyard” that was basically a neat, seven-foot-deep hole surrounded by a
beautiful home in one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in the country. Although
the most significant of the troubles were now behind us, the tasks that followed
were far from simple.

In the intervening six months, my clients had rethought much of what they’d
formerly wanted by way of materials selections and an array of other details. The
basic shape of the pool remained a constant – and would itself be difficult to achieve
– but now we had to revisit a number of stone and tile details; the elaborate light-
ing plan and numerous other tricky electrical aspects of the project; a complicat-
ed skimmer detail; an unusually intricate array of plumbing lines; tighter-than-
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By David Tisherman

anticipated quarters for the equipment;
and a whole set of issues related to in-
stalling a string of advanced laminar jets.

Some of the changes – especially ones
related to the decking material, the width
of the coping and the approach to land-
scaping – were destined to turn this pro-
ject into a high-wire act from the day we
returned until completion.

Forms and Substance
We returned to find a cavernous void

where the cozy courtyard had once been,
and faced once again the collapsed, nar-
row breezeway that provided our only ac-
cess to the space.

First of all, we set up a platform and
ramp through the breezeway to allow ac-
cess. Next, we stepped into the chasm,
set a sub-drain system up under the pool
(a perforated pipe encased in a foot of
3/4-inch crushed rock wrapped in fab-
ric to handle any hydrostatic pressure
that might develop), built the forms for
the shell, installed the steel and plumbed
the pool and spa.

This is a case in which I shudder to
think about any attempt to approach the
tasks at hand with anything less than the
highest standards of design, engineering,
craftsmanship and construction tech-
nique. Consider what was involved in
forming the shell as an example.

The design called for a perfect set of
matched,undulating curves along the full,
55-foot length of the pool and spa – and

L

Tisherman: Detail 23 By David Tisherman

Up from the Depths

Given the prominence of the clients and

the fact they’d entrusted me with creating 

something truly spectacular for their 

home – not to mention the tortured 

beginnings of the project – I had a

stronger-than-usual sense that my 

own reputation was on the line. 









At this point, let me tell you that, given the prominence of the
clients and the fact they’d entrusted me with creating something
truly spectacular for their home – not to mention the tortured be-
ginnings of the project – I had a stronger-than-usual sense that my
own reputation was on the line.

In the Trenches
To help us achieve the required precision in setting up the forms

for the shell, the client suggested I work with a computer compa-
ny he knew that did large-scale, precision work for the aeronautics
industry. Soon thereafter, we had a detailed, full-scale, 55-foot pa-
per template of the form to use as a guide.

We laid the whole thing out on a driveway offsite,where the forms
were built by Rick Shevit, a builder and expert carpenter who does
all of my forming.

Back on site, we used the printout once again to confirm that all
of the radiuses required for the design were perfectly cut and as-
sembled and that everything was within that 1/16-inch tolerance.

Our aim in forming was to hold everything to within 1/16th-inch
tolerance along the entire length of the pool.  Given the prime view-
ing angles from slight elevations inside the home, any flaws in the
contour would have stood out like sore thumbs.

Detail 23

This is an important point:  As much experience as I have, I’d 

never in a thousand years dream of setting up my own steel 

or concrete schedule for any pool. 
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Continued on page 32

MACALITE EQUIPMENT, INC. 4510 EAST KERBY AVE. • PHOENIX, AZ. 85040 • (480) 967-0770

Specializing in Pool Plastering Equipment • Plaster Hose • Nozzles 
• Easy Flow Nozzles for Pebble Applications • Fittings • Trowels, Etc.
• Manufacturer of Hydra-Flow Plaster Mixers, (Left or Right Dump)

• Distributor For Excalibur and Putzmeister Plaster Pumps
• Parts and Service for All Plaster Pumps and Mixers
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Greater
Expectations

38

By Kevin Fleming



Change can be both exciting and terrifying. In
my experience, the biggest changes often come
with the potential for tremendous rewards, but
also with significant risk. During the past two
years, such change has come for our company in
the form of an all-encompassing transformation
that has involved every aspect of the way we do
business.

We’ve gone from trying to mass-produce af-
fordable swimming pools and hardscape designs
(and fighting for every dime we made along the
way) to building only high-end,custom projects
where we never compromise on quality – and
make generous profit margins while working in
far fewer backyards.

This metamorphosis has caused us to re-staff
our firm, reinvent our company image and to-
tally reassess the way we approach and regard
our clients. We’ve downsized our operation while
increasing staff specialization, all in an attempt
to provide design,engineering and construction
of the highest quality. As a result, we now find
ourselves working for a clientele that we really
only suspected was out there until recently.

Company owner Robert Lipinski has taken
what I believe are courageous steps and invest-
ed tremendous time, patience, capital and faith
in this new approach. Through this transition –
and despite its challenges, frustrations and oc-
casional awkwardness – our work has become
vastly more satisfying and rewarding.

The High Road
As I related two years ago (“Unlocking the

Future,”WaterShapes, January 2001,page 43),our
path to change began in 2000, when key people
from our firm started attending Genesis 3’s Level
I and II schools. Shortly thereafter,we established
a working relationship with David Tisherman,
a Genesis 3 co-founder and principle of David
Tisherman’s Visuals in Manhattan Beach, Calif.,
and set about re-tooling our company’s structure
to accommodate a more focused approach to cus-
tom work and in-house design.

Since then,we’ve collaborated with Tisherman

Over a two-year span,watershaper
Kevin Fleming and the staff at

Lipinski Estate Pools have experienced
a nearly complete transformation of

focus and purpose. Once designers
and builders of ‘ordinary’gardens

and watershapes, they now aim 
exclusively at custom work for an 

unabashedly high-end clientele.
The results,says Fleming,are 

greater creative opportunities and
satisfaction in the meticulous crafting

of exterior spaces and watershapes.
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On the
Jersey Shore

This beautiful bay-front property is in the township of Margate,
N.J.  We first became involved as the home was being rebuilt, ba-
sically from the ground up, under the guidance of a local archi-
tect, Robert Johnson and Leeds Builders.

Part of his design was for a Polynesian-style cabana adjacent
to a swimming pool.  David Tisherman’s answer to the need
was a swimming pool design that came in at about the
$250,000 mark – a surprise to both the architect and the home-
owner.  The reason:  Although it was not a dramatically sloped
lot, the soil was mostly “sugar sand” and the pool structure
needed the support of a system of piles and grade beams that

ultimately were tied in structurally with the teahouse and a system
of short retaining walls. 

The home’s eclectic design, with both rustic and modernistic ele-
ments, led Tisherman to draw up a naturalistic pool with a 35-foot van-
ishing edge, a large, glass-tiled, raised spa and a host of tasteful visual
elements including river rock veneer, properly scaled boulders scattered
along the bond beam, a rock pond and wading area, a sandy beach
with a pebble finish and beautiful tile details.  

The vanishing edge spills into a water-on-water view, and the whole
composition has a bay-front camp feeling – informal, but truly elegant
and understated in keeping with its surroundings. 
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on a variety of projects that have involved him in every
aspect of our efforts to change as a company.

In our market, which includes much of New Jersey’s
coastal regions, truly artistic design and construction for
gardens, swimming pools and spas had previously been a
rarity. Even super-affluent clients were settling for work
that now seems unsophisticated and unexciting. Time and
time again in the past two years,we’ve seen the amazement
on potential clients’ faces when they recognize that we’ve
made an entirely new level of design and construction avail-
able to them.

Working with Tisherman as lead designer and mentor,
we gradually began selling projects based on his designs
to a select group of upscale prospects,many of whom were
in the process of big remodeling projects for their homes.

At first, I was more than a little apprehensive about dis-
cussing elaborate designs and large budgets with these clients,
their architects and their contractors. It was a different ex-
perience for me to sit at the table as a member of a design
team, but I gradually accepted the fact that these projects
were more about collaboration and teamwork than they

were about our individual contribution to the process.
I also learned quickly that the large dollars involved in

many of these projects are not the defining characteristic
of the work at all. To paraphrase Tisherman, it’s not about
selling a million-dollar project, but about making the cus-
tomer feel that their project is worth a million dollars, re-
gardless of the cost. To that extent, we don’t “sell”projects
any longer; instead,we develop,create and collaborate with
people interested in commissioning and owning original
works of art.

As I gained more experience working as part of a design
team, I soon began to enjoy the process of watching a pro-
ject unfold in ways I never did with the more production-
oriented approach we once pursued. Now, instead of try-
ing to close as many clients as possible to expand our narrow
profit margins,we have a mindset that our firm is geared to-
ward creating a positive experience for our clients in the de-
sign process, during construction and especially after the
work is finished.

At this writing,we no longer seek to close each and every
sales lead that comes our way. In fact, we now turn away
more than 75% of potential projects because we’re looking

Upscale Marketing
One of the more satisfying aspects of the changes we’ve seen

at Lipinski Estate Pools has been that we no longer need to pro-
mote our services to the masses.  

As a result of the shift in our business, for example, I was pleased
to cancel our Yellow Pages ads.  Instead of casting so broad a net,
we now use a coordinated approach with print advertising in a se-
lect set of magazines and our web site.

In those ads, we go with a simple presentation that includes an
image of a single beautiful pool, a phone number, an address and
a reference to our web site.  We’ve reworked our web site to give
it a more sophisticated look and have found so far that a large
number of our leads come through the Internet from people who
saw our print ads first.  And as we’ve completed some projects
and our reputation has grown, we’ve found in addition that re-
ferrals from satisfied high-end clients can be worth their weight
in gold.  

But none of this marketing or follow-up on leads or referrals
would do us much good if the reality of what we’re doing didn’t
align with the image we’re promoting – which all folds back to the
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for the discerning customers who want to commit to the
elevated level of our approach.

We also no longer consider compromising on things such
as plumbing size, equipment selection or the overall qual-
ity of construction, we charge for design work, and we in-
clude realistic budgets for engineering and construction
documents. If the client isn’t interested in true quality, we
simply don’t move forward.

Inside Out
To be sure, getting to this point has not been easy. If our

new “sales”process was eye opening and exciting, once we
moved into the actual engineering and construction of the
first of our new breed of projects, the ride turned scary. To
put it bluntly, it became painfully clear that we were in way
over our heads.

The subcontractors and crews we were using simply
did not have the skills to execute the precise, ambitious
designs we were committed to installing. We found quick-
ly, for example, that people who were highly adept at
installing a band of tile at the waterline were not neces-
sarily the ones we needed to lay down expanses of one-

by-one glass-tile mosaic.
And those sorts of hard realizations cascaded through

every level of our operation: From plumbing and electri-
cal to formwork and decking,we had to relearn or reinvent
everything.

We knew that this upgrading process would come with
a significant price tag,but I don’t think we had any idea just
how tough the transformation was going to be. For the first
few projects, for example,we ended up paying two separate
sets of subcontractors to work on these jobs: At consider-
able cost,we flew Tisherman’s crews in from California one
by one and paid select local subcontractors to work side by
side with them to learn finer points of craft.

That may sound extreme,but we found it to be the quick-
est and most direct way to get our people the training they
needed to work at this level.

On subsequent jobs, these newly trained subcontractors
were indeed better able to tackle the work, but we’ve still
experienced many painful situations where portions of their
work had to be ripped out and reinstalled. We have been
fortunate in that the professionals with whom we’re now

way we treat our clients in all phases of the work.  We work very
hard to keep them happy through every single stage of every pro-
ject and absolutely see this as one of our main marketing and pro-
motional vehicles. 

One thing that hasn’t changed with our high-end approach is
the way we treat anyone who inquires about what we do.  Even if
we’re talking with folks who don’t fit the upscale mold, we take the
time to work with them and educate them about what we do.  I’ve
always believed that you never know where you’ll find treasure –
or when a potential client will find himself or herself in a position
to purchase a beautiful work of art rendered in water.

Ultimately, it’s the desire to create these works of art that has
driven every aspect of our transformation – and especially the way
we market ourselves. When I started down this path, I didn’t know
that pools were art and it took me a while to realize how signifi-
cant that distinction really is.  Now I see clearly that, as we strive
to create works of art, everything that we do has changed – all for
the better.

– K.F.
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Mediterranean 
Warmth

This project was completed on Long Beach Island, N.J., in
conjunction with a tear-down project directed by local archi-
tect Bill Tagland and builder Patrick Moeller.  We were brought
in after the owner had already acquired a proposal from a vol-
ume pool builder.  To say that the design on the table was in-
adequate to the stunning Mediterranean architecture of the
remodeled home would be a gross understatement. 

Tisherman countered with a program that was to cost the
homeowners about five times the cookie-cutter bid, and it was
nothing short of spectacular.  

The customers were initially reluctant to upgrade the wa-
tershape to such a dramatic extent, and we began by backing
out several exciting features and design touches that kept the
budget down without compromising the visual appeal of the
proposed installation.  One by one, however, the clients rein-
serted all the omitted features and the result has been the in-
clusion of all components of the original design. 

The look is subtle and elegant, a classic design with arched
contours that echo the architecture of the house.  There’s also
a warm, rich blend of materials and details, including the cus-
tom-cut, buff-colored, limestone caps on the raised bond beam,
the fire pit that runs the length of and adjacent to the spa.  The
decking surface is a custom material we’ve created that includes
a colored-concrete base with 3/8-inch river stone exposed ag-
gregate. 
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Soft 
Modern

On this project, we were put in charge of the entire exterior of an amazing modernist
home in the ultra-affluent enclave of Loveladies on Long Beach Island, N.J.  In addition
to calling on Tisherman’s watershaping expertise, we also brought in landscape architect
Timothy Rumph of Araiys Design in Southampton, N.Y., to create the hardscape and
planting plans.  I designed the lighting system and supervised the execution of the land-
scape design.  

The pool is relatively small, just 12 by 30 feet with no spa and a very clean and sim-
ple rectangular design.  It has raised beams that create seating areas topped by poured-
in-place coping with a willow-green broom finish.  There’s also a fully equipped out-
door kitchen/bar area with granite countertops and handmade tile that matches the
pool. 

The interior of the pool is a soft green plaster (a color selection we believe is a first in
this part of New Jersey), complemented by an ultra-elegant, handmade, cream-col-
ored porcelain tile.  The color palette is very soft and natural, which adds a measure of
warmth to an otherwise edgy modern design. 

Tisherman also set up a pilaster detail with recessed rectangular lights in tribute to
the designs of the Mexican modernist master, Ricardo Legoretta.  The contemporary look
is echoed in Rumph’s hardscape design, which extends to the sides and front of the home
and features rectilinear concrete pads and smooth river stones of varying sizes for a tex-
tured appearance.  



working have accepted this process of learn-
ing and working through mistakes as an in-
vestment in their own futures. At the same
time, those we tried to bring in who have ques-
tioned the value of the process have quickly
been discharged.

We also found that the need for close pro-
ject supervision, quality construction docu-
ments and communication with local build-
ing officials were all of paramount importance
and all required the same level of upgrading.

The engineering alone on many of these new
projects goes light-years beyond any of our
past work. All of the projects depicted in this
article, for example, involved pile-and-grade-
beam construction. The engineering draw-
ings just on the foundations are more exten-
sive than entire plan sets we used for some past
projects! 

This raised real issues with building in-
spectors in several instances. In fact, one of
the jobs profiled here so puzzled local in-
spectors that they had to call in an outside
structural engineer to review our structural
plans. For this and other reasons, the amount
of time spent in plan checks and inspections
has increased dramatically,and I’ve found my-
self working in depth with city and township
officials across a range of issues more than I
ever would have dreamed possible.

Hard Steps
The cost of making these changes has been

enormous indeed. From re-staffing and train-
ing to reworking mistakes and overseeing
everything that’s been happening, it’s safe to
say this tumultuous transition has been all-
consuming. As we’ve completed our first gen-
eration of projects,however, it feels something
like walking into a clearing after spending a
whole lot of time struggling through the
woods.

Even now,we can see how our ongoing work
and future projects will flow more smoothly
and easily. We can also see results – real, tan-
gible results – of this enormous effort: These
are gorgeous watershapes,Tisherman has been
in top form, and the work we’ve done in exe-
cuting these visions has made us all proud.

Best of all, we close our days knowing that,
more than ever before,we are now participat-
ing in the creation of beautiful works of art
that make our clients smile.

Continued from page 43
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In many ways, installing a surge tank
is simple. If you get it right, all will be
well. As is the case with so many wa-
tershape systems, however, getting it

wrong can lead to serious problems.
Let’s start with some terminology.

Surge tanks are receptacles used to ac-
commodate the surge of displaced wa-
ter in systems that can be generally de-
fined as water-in-transit or gravity-feed
systems. This class of watershapes en-
compasses vanishing-edge details,
perimeter overflow designs, slot-over-
flow systems and gutter installations and
is also frequently used in the design of
commercial waterfeatures.

In WaterShapes’November/December
2002 edition, my friend Skip Phillips
wrote an important article about de-
signing water-in-transit systems in gen-
eral and in particular on the many con-
siderations involved in building troughs
that adequately handle the flow over van-
ishing edges – what he calls “attached”
surge capacity.

To complement that discussion here,
I’ll be covering in more detail what Skip
calls “detached” surge capacity and the
remote tanks that are often used to man-
age the flow of water in applications
where a trough can’t do the job for visu-
al or practical reasons.

THE BASICS
Whatever approach you use to deal

with the need for surge capacity,your de-
sign must begin with an understanding
of water displacement and reflect a clear
grasp on what’s involved in plumbing,
equipment selection and an array of in-
stallation details.

An understanding of displacement
starts with the most basic hydraulic unit
of all: a cubic foot of water and how it re-
lates to the surface area of a pool, spa,
fountain or some other watershape.
Familiarity with these quantities and how
they work is the key to figuring out how
much water will be displaced when a sys-
tem is on (and its water is in transit) and

when it is off (and the water is static).
Let’s visualize that cubic foot of water

here:
A vessel holding a cubic foot of wa-

ter contains exactly 7.48 gallons. This
same cubic foot of water can be de-
scribed as 1728 cubic inches (12 times
12 times 12). In visual terms, this equates
to 12 layers that each include 144 cubic
inches of water – a fact that makes it eas-
ier to visualize the next steps, in which
you look at the surface area of a water-
shape, calculate its area in terms of
square feet, convert this surface area into
cubic inches, then to cubic feet and, fi-
nally, back to gallons (Figure 1).

Recall the sliced layers of the cubic foot
of water just discussed as you think about
the next question: How much water will
be displaced? 

The two factors influencing the answer
to that question are the amount of water
being displaced by the pump’s operation
and the amount that moves as an unpre-
dictable result of bather surge. Sizing the

Surge tanks may end up being out of
sight, notes hydraulics expert Steve
Gutai, but they should never be out
of mind as you strive for efficiency and
reliability in setting up water-in-tran-
sit systems that call for their use.  While
proper sizing, selection, placement
and plumbing are all relatively simple,
he adds, bringing them together in
just the right way is crucial when it
comes to the success of these dynamic
installations. 

Tank
Command

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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surge tank to handle the overspill from its weir is easy,but deal-
ing with bather surge can be a real challenge.

Specifications offered by manufacturers of gutter systems for
commercial swimming pools provide some guidance, but the
scale is generally out of line with the residential systems we
see most often. Given that information gap, both Skip Phillips
and I recommend a practical approach based on the experi-
ence of the country’s leading engineers and builders. As an ex-
ample, if we have a vanishing-edge pool whose pump discharges
a quarter of an inch of water over its edge, the catch basin needs
to be able to hold the surface area the pool multiplied by the
amount passing over the edge.

As stated above, the surge tank (or catch basin or trough)
must hold all the water that flows in normal operation, all the
water displaced when the system is off, and all of the addi-
tional bather surge. To accommodate all three, Skip and I
agree that a properly designed system should be able to ac-
cept a minimum of two inches of the surface area of the swim-
ming pool water.

DECISION FACTORS
Sizing a remote surge tank then becomes a simple matter

of selecting a container that will hold the required amount of
water – and, preferably, somewhat more. Proper selection of

the tank, however, does not stop there: You also need to select
one with proper construction relative to the ground in which
it will be buried.

Surge tanks can be made of several materials – in fact, of any
material approved by local building and safety officials. This
opens the possibilities to acrylic, fiberglass, stainless steel,
polypropylene, cinder block and pre-cast units, so long as the
tank is approved for use with potable water (which can be an
issue with some polypropylene tanks).

The sole criterion for selection among these tank materials
is, as my friend David Tisherman steadily reminds me, the pre-
vailing soil condition and the soil’s reactions to rain, drought,
trees and other factors. If the soil is expansive or if trees with
invasive roots are nearby, for example, the tank may move pe-
riodically or over time. This can cause leaking at the pipe joints
and unions and in extreme cases can cause damage to or fail-
ure of the tank itself and should lead you to consider only the
sturdiest of your options.

Soil acidity is also a key factor: If the pH is low, it can have
a corrosive effect that will further limit your choices among
tank materials.

There’s no room for guesswork here: You need to know
the soil you’re working in and the type of materials and con-
struction techniques best suited to the application. This

Figure 1:  To visualize dis-
placement, it helps to con-
sider water as layers of cu-
bic-inch volumes that rise
and flow over an edge
when a bather enters the
water – with or without a
splash.



means you should be talking with local
soils and structural engineers, because
taking even educated guesses in projects
involving surge tanks can result in prob-
lems that, in worst-case scenarios, can
become catastrophic.

Other factors to consider:
•  Surge tanks should be serviceable.

This means that any tank you select
should have a manhole with a removable
cover large enough for an adult to enter
(Figure 2).

•  Location of the tank is site specific.
You need to evaluate space, elevation,
slope and accessibility, with the obvious
point in mind that these are gravity-feed
systems and the tank needs to be placed
lower than the source vessel.

The second point in particular has a lot
to say about how the tank will be
plumbed, a discussion we’ll get to right
after we briefly discuss how surge tanks
fit into the overall design scheme.

FITTING IN
Generally speaking, there are two ap-

proaches used in directing displaced wa-
ter to a surge tank.

In the first case, the water spills over a
weir of some sort in a vanishing-edge,
perimeter-overflow or slot-overflow con-
figuration and moves into a gutter system
of some kind. The water then flows
through the gutter until it reaches the
surge tank.

In this setup, the gutter system does not

retain water or maintain a specific oper-
ating level. The gutter is pitched in such
a way that that water moves rapidly to sev-
eral “pick-up points”(or drains) that send
the water via gravity to the surge tank.

Open pipes or atrium grates can be used
in these gutter systems, in which the surge
tank stores the water and acts as the sup-
ply vessel for the watershape.

The second approach is similar to the
first – with one significant difference:
Here,a catch basin is used to hold the wa-

ter at a specific level. When that level is
exceeded, the overflow moves down the
line to a surge tank (Figure 3). This strat-
egy is often used in watershapes in which
an attached lower pool or basin is re-

quired to run at a certain operating lev-
el. Here, the overflow is handled by a
standpipe or a modified skimmer that
drains water to the surge tank when the
level in the basin exceeds the predeter-
mined operating level.

(There is, of course, a third option
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Table I: Water quantity calculations for round pipe configurations.

Pipe Size Slope Flow Flow Slope Flow Flow
(internal diameter) (%) (gpm) (fps) (%) (gpm) (fps)

2 inches 1/4 inch/foot            27.6 2.8 1/8 inch/foot 19.5 2.0

3 inches 1/4 inch/foot            81.2 3.7 1/8 inch/foot 57.4 2.6

4 inches 1/4 inch/foot           174.9 4.5 1/8 inch/foot 123.7 3.2

5 inches 1/4 inch/foot           317.2 5.2 1/8 inch/foot 224.29 3.7

6 inches 1/4 inch/foot           515.8 5.8 1/8 inch/foot 364.72 4.1

With any surge tank in any gravity-feed system, the most
important factor to recognize in laying out the system is that

the depth of the tank determines everything about its plumbing.

Figure 2:   This surge tank
is perfectly suited to ap-
plication in water-in-tran-
sit systems, with plenty of
capacity, multiple pene-
trations to accommodate
necessary plumbing and,
most important of all for
long-term performance,
a manhole large enough
to allow for easy servicing.

Photo courtesy Creative Water Concepts, Scottsdale Ariz.



that involves no surge tank at all: Here,
the catch basin is large enough that it
can handle all of the displacement, re-
placing the surge tank with what Skip
Phillips refers to in his article as “at-
tached” surge capacity. For this arti-
cle, however, we’ll stick with systems that
use separate tanks.)

With any surge tank in any gravity-feed
system, the most important factor to rec-
ognize in laying out the system is that the
depth of the tank determines everything
about its plumbing.

This is true because line sizing for surge
tanks is determined by pipe pitch, which
controls line velocity and capacity (Table
I). Line velocities generally run from two
to six feet per second with the pipes
pitched an eighth- or quarter-inch per
foot. Typically, the lines themselves are
made of PVC (schedule 40 or 80) or ABS.

As their name suggests, gravity-feed
lines are not pressurized – but do not un-
derestimate the volume of water they can
move!  This is why the incoming lines

should penetrate the surge tank near the
top and the plumbing should be carried
down to the floor: This retards water tur-
bulence and significantly reduces the noise
caused by water flowing into the tank. (To
reduce the gurgling noise associated with
gutters as water “circles the drain”in mov-
ing toward the remote surge tank,you can
vent the gravity-feed lines or use drain
covers with snorkels.) 

Suction lines will also be taken from
the catch basin or surge tank. These lines
are pressurized and should be sized to
handle the pump’s net positive suction
head requirements. A foot valve – in-
cluding a combination check valve/screen
– is a good idea here. The lines should
come into the surge tank and be carried
down to within a few inches of the floor
(as seen in Figure 3).

UNDER CONTROL
To finish off an efficient surge-tank sys-

tem,a couple more penetrations are gen-
erally needed:

•  There should be one for an over-
flow line tied into the drainage system.
(Many auto-leveling systems also in-
clude a level-sensing device that trig-
gers a pump if the water level in the tank
gets too high.) 

•  There are also generally penetra-
tions for an auto-fill system – one for
the fill line and one for the sensor or
probe. This system adds water to the
tank if the level drops too low, thus pre-
venting damage to the main system
pump. As a rule, the minimum operat-
ing level (MOL) in a surge tank should
be about one foot.

With another nod to Skip Phillips’ ar-
ticle, it’s important to keep in mind that
every water-in-transit system is differ-
ent. But if you understand the dis-
placement needs of the system you’re
creating and meet the basic installation
requirements outlined here, you can en-
joy full command of these dynamic wa-
tershape systems – and transfer that
pride and pleasure to your clients.
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Figure 3:  This schematic shows a simple system in which a catch basin is used to hold the water at a specific level.  When that level is
exceeded, the overflow moves down the line to a surge tank, driven solely by gravity.   

Surge Tank

Pool/Waterfeature
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We live in a wonderful era of creative development in a
variety of watershaping trades and are truly blessed, it seems,
with an ever-expanding generation of talented artists and
a sense that our most dynamic creations are yet to be built.

For all of this forward momentum, however, I find my-
self surprised and dismayed all too often by the lack of
creativity that goes into our work below the water’s sur-
face. To my eyes, pool and spa interiors in particular are
simply bland and boring.

I’m oppressed by six-inch waterline tile surmounting a
field of white, gray or black plaster – interrupted occa-
sionally by a bland dolphin, starfish or beach ball. Yes,
exposed aggregate surfaces have helped by adding subtle
colors and textures to these interiors, but when you com-
pare what’s happening in pools and spas to the range of
materials, colors, textures, finishes and sheer energy ap-
plied to dry hardscapes, you see that the (perceived) op-
tions for watershape interiors are few in number.

In my own company, we’ve worked hard to increase the
range of subsurface options for our customers, so much so
that I’ve come to regard the interior surfaces of pool as the
final and best frontier when it comes to features we offer
our clients. Here and in future articles, I’ll share our ap-
proach to the design process and describe some specific
techniques we employ to liven things up underwater – fo-
cusing this time on tile and mosaics.

The Empty Canvas
It’s time to take the blinders off and think about color,

realism, dimension, style, snap, pizzazz and the emotion-
al impact of pool and spa interiors.

In our business, we’ve found that turning our creative
efforts in this direction has led to increased customer sat-
isfaction, an enhanced portfolio, a stronger reputation,
more referrals and a welcome improvement to the bottom
line. Add to that the increased satisfaction that comes with
creativity and the fashioning of something truly artistic
and you can see why I believe that we have everything to
gain from embracing decorative interior finishes.

In our work, it’s not at all unusual for a project to include
interior features that exceed the cost of the watershape it-

Most watershapers lavish nearly all of their design attention on features and details above
the waterline, but designer builder Glenn Harris would rather focus his efforts on the broad
canvas that spreads below the water’s surface.  In a series of articles, he’ll explore the
creative possibilities of tile, plaster and other finish materials, defining in this case what
can happen when you turn your thoughts to tile and a set of new decorative frontiers. 
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self, often many times over. But it’s not
all about being elaborate: In fact, in a great
many projects I find that relatively small
(and inexpensive) visual elements can be-
come the most intriguing and attention-
grabbing features of entire installations.

As is the case with many in the water-
shaping trades, I’ve come by my opinions
and approaches through years of experi-
ence and experimentation. I now work
all over the world,but the majority of my
projects are still installed in my home state
of Hawaii.

One thing I’ve learned for certain in my
career is that tile is a popular favorite on
the islands – and that it’s getting to be that
way everywhere else. Through the years,
I’ve installed nearly 200 all-tile interiors
and do more of them every year. These
days, in fact, more than 80 percent of the
rehabs we do in Hawaii are all-tile,and al-
most all of the projects I do here and
abroad include at least some use of dec-
orative tile that goes beyond the tradi-
tional waterline band.

Along the way, I’ve sold and installed
murals ranging from simple square or
round crests or logos that cost just a few
thousand dollars to huge and elaborate
three-dimensional coral reefs that check
in at several hundred dollars per square
foot – and jobs of every type and extent
in between those extremes. No matter
the project, I’ve found that the key to per-
suading clients to share your vision and
commission the work is the direct result
of your spirit, attitude and approach.

In other words, it’s not so much about
the budget or the style or the setting;rather,

it’s about how all those factors fit together
and how you look at the potential of a pro-
ject and convey that potential to the client.

Start With Art
In approaching my clients, I never lose

sight of the fact that my ambition is to
create and present to them something
that will be viewed as a beautiful, valued
and enduring work of art. To be sure,
not all watershapers are artists at that lev-
el, but I’ve learned through the years that
you can find someone with the talent if
you look in the right places, whether it’s
within your family or organization or
from an outside source.

In some situations, the clients them-
selves will provide artwork that I trans-
late for use on an interior. Some of the
source material isn’t to my taste, but the
truth of the matter is that there’s no bet-
ter way to stroke a client’s ego than to im-
mortalize his or her own design in the
bottom of a pool.

This leads me to a key point: All of what
I’m discussing flows from getting the
clients involved in the process. You have
to discover what they like and determine
their favorite colors, shapes, textures and
images. You need to ask about their fa-
vorite flowers and animals and find out
what sorts of scenery or architectural styles
pique their interest.

In Hawaii, for example, the strong
Japanese influence means that designs
featuring Koi are particularly popular,
as are those with flowers and undersea
creatures and scenery. While it’s useful
to keep these sorts of generalizations
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about popular tastes in mind to open
your discussions, it’s important to re-
member that everyone you meet brings
unique tastes and preferences to the
process. My job, as I see it, is to use pop-
ular themes and images as a point of de-
parture for creating a work that will in-
spire and delight my clients.

Once you tap into your clients as a
source for ideas, you’ll find that there are
infinite design directions and concepts
you can develop. As you elevate your skills
and reputation and put yourself in a po-
sition where you can approach the cus-
tom market,you’ll find a wonderful clien-
tele with budgets that allow you to be
extremely creative.

That’s always wonderful, but it’s also
true that most people, even the truly af-
fluent, will introduce some level of bud-
getary constraint to the overall process.
Fortunately, there are many fairly simple
and relatively inexpensive design ideas
that can yield tremendous results.

Frame by Frame
Let’s get specific with one of my favorite

types of project upgrades: Take a rectan-
gular pool, approximately 15 by 30 feet,
either brand-new or with some years on
it. Say it has six-inch waterline tile of any
color and standard white plaster.

If I’m faced with a client looking for

a reasonably priced visual upgrade as part
of a renovation project, I might suggest
installing a six- to eight-foot square or
circle as a mosaic in the floor of the shal-
low end to be made up of one-by-one-
inch glazed tile. That mosaic might be
some sort of illustration or even a sim-
ple geometric pattern.

I most always recommend framing a
scene with a definite tile border so that
everything on the inside and outside will
finish to it. This creates a visual marker
that calls attention to the art and can be
used to blend the artwork with other vi-
sual elements in the waterline tile, deck-
ing or even landscaping. You might do
something fairly traditional, such as set a
couple of turtles, dolphins or flowers in-
side the frame,or you can reach for an ab-
stract image or a realistic mountain scene
– or anything else your clients desire.

To create more depth and dimension,
think about overlapping the visual ele-
ments, perhaps by allowing part of the
design to extend beyond the border – a
dolphin’s tail or nose or a single petal of
one flower. Think as well about using
darker tile to create shadow effects and
add dimension, especially with mosaics.
You can purchase ready-made mosaics
from a number of sources and just wrap
your frame around it, or you can create
patchworks of broken tiles to achieve

wonderfully rich looks.
The only time I don’t recommend

framing is with a mural of a company
logo, say,or when I’m working with a de-
sign that’s big enough to stand on its own.

I also stay away from frames when the
client wants a number of visual features
on the vessel’s interior. As a rule, I’ve
found that frames work best when they
cover a single area of a pool or spa.
Beyond that, I’d rather reach for a com-
pletely illustrated pool than set up three
or four items scattered over a broad area.
The isolated features tend to get lost, look
cheap and, most important, seem in-
complete. In other words, keep it simple
– or run to the opposite extreme and in-
stall an entire coral reef or big schools of
fish or multiple flowers and leaves.

Within a frame,you can fill out the spaces
around the artwork with tile or plaster. This
offers another opportunity to add con-
trasting or complementary colors – or you
may want to pick up the color of the frame.

If you use cobalt one-by-one-inch tiles
in framing dolphins with light blue bod-
ies and white and gray bellies, for exam-
ple, you might use black tile to create a
shadow effect around part of the dolphins
to give them a “raised off the bottom”ap-
pearance. You might then fill in the spaces
around the dolphins and within the frame
with the same cobalt tile or another col-
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In approaching my clients, I never lose sight of the fact that my 
ambition is to create and present to them something that will be 

viewed as a beautiful, valued and enduring work of art. 



WATERsHAPES � JANUARY 200356

Tile Points
When working with any tile – and especially with the highly decorative material described in

the accompanying article – it’s crucial to pay close attention to material and precise installation
techniques.  Here’s a punch-list of key considerations:
q Know the codes.  Before designing or installing anything, you need to familiarize yourself with

local health and building department rules – and follow them well, if only to avoid liability issues.  
q Always try to create a tile-ready surface that is as flat as possible.  A perfectly flat surface

helps you avoid the appearance of shadows, especially at night when the lights are on.  In addi-
tion, a tile mural or logo will be much more striking and can take on an amazing shimmer if it is
truly flat.  So unless you’re working to achieve an embossed or textured effect, flat is the way
to go visually – and prevents foot hazards within the pool. 
q Be careful with your setting material.  You want enough to fix the tile in place, but you don’t

want the material oozing up into your grout joints.  
q Always use a setting material that is as close to the color of your grout as possible.  This

hides small imperfections and helps the work keep up a great appearance for as long as possible. 
q Place the setting material on a properly prepared mortar bed.  An acrylic-modified thinset

works best for most applications, especially when paired with a sanded, acrylic-modified grout.  
q Don’t cut corners on materials.  Charge enough so that you can use the best products

available.
qAlways, always read and follow manufacturer’s mixing instructions.  This is true for the mor-

tar bed, the setting layer and the grout.  
q Make good cuts.  In cutting tile, I use a standard 12-inch tile-cutting board along with side-cut

nippers and a Makita-type four-inch angle grinder with a non-segmented, dry-cut diamond blade.  
q As a time saver, work at developing a photographic memory.  I’ll look at a gap and picture

the tile that will fit, then go and make the cut to comply with the mental image.  
q Always take the time to make sure grout joints are consistent.  Too many times, I’ve seen

fairly good jobs of laying a lot of tile ruined by inferior grouting.  
qKeep the surfaces properly hydrated.  That’s critical, as is making sure the tiled area does-

n’t get too hot as the materials set.
As a last graphical point, I almost always use a staggered-joint pattern for large areas or for

the field.  If I start to “catch up” in areas – which always happens – I’ll throw in a smaller piece
to throw things off line.  It takes some extra time, which is why many installers don’t do it, but I
think it’s worth the extra effort. 

Frankly, I have an ulterior motive in working with staggered rather than running joints.  The
former let me make fine adjustments with ease, while the latter, I think, can look too contrived
– and tends to magnify even the slightest mistakes or inconsistencies.  

Most people don’t pick these imperfections up visually, but I certainly do.  I figure that if I
can spot these little areas, someone else can, too.  So what’s a cut or two if it can make or
break the visual appearance of your work?

– G.H.



ored tile, or you could use colored plas-
ter. Even if you are plastering the pool
white, the cobalt of the tile frame and the
colors of the dolphins set up enough col-
or contrast that even filling in the space
with white plaster will look good.

Living Elements
I don’t see my work on interior-surface

designs as being different from any oth-
er part of the watershape design process.
As a result, I’m always evaluating possi-
bilities with respect to color,contrast,bal-
ance, context, size and a proper location
in the pool for the artwork – all fairly ba-
sic, but important nonetheless.

Context, however, is particularly cru-
cial,which means your thinking needs to
encompass the colors of the waterline tile,
plaster,decking and home exterior as well
as the shape of the pool. (I’ve found that
round designs can look good in square
pools, for example, but that square de-
signs don’t work so well in round pools.)
Look for themes you can exploit or visu-
al motifs in the style of the home.

Just as important as context is proper
proportion. You don’t want a mural that
overpowers the rest of the project’s features:
The entire watershape,interior and exteri-
or features combined, must complement
its surroundings, which means you must
strive to blend your interior visual elements
with the overall design with respect to style,
color, size, texture and visual impact.

As you work, bear in mind that tradi-
tional visuals such as dolphins, turtles and
whales don’t add a great deal of striking
color with their often-muted blues,grays,

browns, greens and whites. Flowers, art
deco figures or contemporary art,by con-
trast, all allow you to select much more
vivid colors. Hibiscus, plumeria (or
frangipani),orchids and birds of paradise
all have spectacular colors in their blooms,
and I’ve found that their stems and leaves
can be beautiful as well.

When planning these effects, it’s al-
ways wise to check in with local suppli-
ers and find out what colors they have
available: It’s never a good idea to get
clients excited about pink flamingoes,
for example, if you can’t get your hands
on the right pink tile within the scope of
your project timeline.

As you prepare for your work on site,
you should always think your designs
through in great detail and draw them
out in paint-by-numbers style, including
the border and any field tiles that might
surround a key visual feature. There’s an
art to tile layout that eludes many de-
signers and installers: If, for example,you
use the right “flow”of tile, you can actu-
ally give the appearance of movement
once the pool is full and the element of
water refraction is introduced.

This leads to another important point:
As a designer,you need to know that once
the water is added to the vessel, things on
the bottom will look smaller and some
detail may be lost.

Opening Up
As I’ve developed and expanded my

decorative approach to interior surfaces,
I’ve learned to treat every project as a new
and unique adventure. I get creative in

the process of listening to my clients and
working with them to execute their ideas.
I’ve also seen what can happen when
clients are introduced to the broad set
of decorative possibilities available to
them and get excited by ideas they’d nev-
er considered before.

This give and take is what makes the
work of building custom watershapes so
satisfying. I see interior designs as one el-
ement in the broad spectrum of visual
possibilities, but it’s a truly exciting one
because it gets so little mainstream at-
tention. So start off small if you like: The
important point to remember is that as
you get more and more involved with
what’s happening below the waterline,
you’ll find an entire canvas you can fill
with detail, color and delight.
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Inch by Inch
I start with one-by-one-inch glazed ce-

ramic tile for a great many of my watershape
projects.  

The tile generally comes in square-foot
sheets with a mesh backing, which is a real
time saver.  Many of these tiles have slight-
ly rounded corners, which is great for set-
ting up the sort of sweeping curves I work
with in setting up frames.  In these cases, I
usually cut the sheets lengthwise into indi-
vidual one-inch strips.  

I’ll also use coin tile in developing coral
reefs or floral patterns, but I’m cautious in
doing so because the coins can leave you
with some large and potentially unsightly
grout gaps. 

– G.H.
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A Clear,

Clean

Public Service

A Clear,

Clean

Public Service

The structures and grounds at the Cross Valley Water District’s headquarters in Clearview,
Wash., stand as a prime example of how a public facility can send important messages to the
community about responsible environmental stewardship.  According to landscape architect
Sandra Hasegawa Ingalls of Foresight, Inc., the project’s watershape is a key element in a
broad program that makes this facility what she hopes is a model for others to come. 
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Sometimes it’s the small things that give a project its char-
acter and value.

In the case of landscape design and installation at the Cross Valley Water
District facility, we were able to take a relatively modest property and
transform it into a demonstration campus that illustrates how man-made
environments can be used to enhance the natural surroundings and meet
the needs of human beings – all with grace and harmony.

I became involved in this project in June 1998,when I was approached
by Brandt McCorkle, Lee Beard and Galen Page of Page & Beard
Architects. That firm had been chosen to design the water district’s
new headquarters building and had developed a craftsman-style struc-
ture that blended perfectly with its rural, wooded surroundings.

Set on five acres in Clearview, Wash., the district office serves the
needs of customers who still pay their bills in person and are ac-
customed to a gentle, small-town pace. Given this slow but steady
flow of visitors, the district’s managers wanted an exterior space that
offered the public (and its employees) a pleasant and even mean-
ingful experience.

This goal was met by including a meandering waterfeature as part
of a design that focuses on proper soil amendment, appropriate plant
selection and a spirit that is compatible with the surroundings, both
visually and ecologically.

Rustic Charms

Known as the Cross Valley Water Association when it started in 1964,
the public utility had a mere 328 customers in 1967. By 1989, the as-
sociation had grown to the point where it reorganized as a municipal
water district, but even now it has just 5,450 customers. This is indeed
a small community.

Nearly 90 percent of the district’s water comes from wells, and the
rest is purchased from the nearby city of Everett. By the mid-’90s, the
organization had outgrown its original 2,100-square-foot office and
commissioned Page & Beard Architects to design a facility that ad-
dressed the need for space as well as the managers’ sense that whatev-
er they built should fit naturally into its surroundings.

The overall project features three buildings: the main headquar-
ters and two operations buildings linked to the administration build-
ing by paved paths. Environmentally conscientious from the start, the
main structure features natural materials, open interior spaces and
broad windows that instill feelings of warmth and spaciousness.

It’s all in the details. Even the visually weighty structure that sup-
ports the broad entryway makes a statement about conservation of
old-growth trees through its use of glue-lam members rather than
solid wood timbers. The gabled entry vault opens into the lobby
and carries through the interior, creating a sense of rhythm with
composite trusses that support a finished-cedar ceiling.

By Sandra Hasegawa Ingalls
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The warmth of these natural materials
creates an engaging, soothing workplace
and efficient business environment. That
feeling is felt especially in the perimeter
offices, many of which overlook broad
garden views – which is where my con-
tribution comes into focus.

When I initially discussed the project
with McCorkle and representatives of
the water district, I saw a definite op-
portunity to bring outside views into
play as an extension of the building’s in-
terior spaces. I’ve spent a great deal of
time traveling in Japan and in studying
Japanese garden design, an experience
that energizes me whenever I see ways
to make connections between interior
and exterior spaces and to use land-
scaping to express an appreciation of na-
ture in a man-made setting.

All of this was on the table with this pro-
ject,and as I looked at the architecture and
processed what the district managers were
saying about their desire to demonstrate
positive environmental stewardship,we all
began discussing ways in which the land-
scape could be used to tie everything to-
gether in a meaningful,expressive package.
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Our work on site was characterized almost as much by what we didn’t do as by what we did.  Here, for example, we left a solitary red maple
to stand watch over the parking lot along with many other substantial trees that were in place when we arrived.

Soils Alive
My work on the grounds of the Cross Valley Water District’s campus expresses my design philoso-

phy in a number of ways, including the use of naturally occurring water and the retention of important
trees on the property.  Another key component in the program is ensuring the presence of healthy soil. 

It’s my belief, in fact, that proper soil and soil amendment in man-made environments is a tool that
can be used to help ensure healthy runoff of surface water and the condition of nearby well waters –
among many other things. 

Throughout Washington State, spectacular populations of fish thrive in our rivers, streams, lakes
and ponds.  Because salmon and other fish rely on clean water, they must also rely on healthy soil
in the surrounding watershed and our sense of just how interconnected and interdependent the
land and the water really are.  Indeed, efforts to preserve bodies of water through environmental reg-
ulation are of no great use unless the land that affects those bodies of water is protected as well. 

Soils alive with microorganisms keep disease-causing organisms in check while recycling and stor-
ing nutrients and making them available to plants.  Many of these microorganisms enhance soil ag-
gregation and porosity, providing a highway for air and water passage.  Healthy soil also retains and
slows runoff, limiting erosion and enabling water to saturate the ground.  Through this process,
water is filtered and aquifers are replenished. 

In built landscapes, healthy soil does not require as much water to sustain plant life and will ulti-
mately yield more beautiful and healthy plants.  With healthy soil, the need for chemical fertilizers and
pesticides diminishes – all of these being benefits that keep installation and maintenance costs down. 

My personal belief in this sort of environmental stewardship has led me, with my colleagues at Page
& Beard Architects, to implement a program called “Soils for Salmon.”   Through this educational foun-
dation, we promote the use of a soil amendment called “compost tea” – a form of liquid compost
that contains billions of desirable microorganisms – and conduct seminars aimed at raising awareness
of proper soil amendment as a key to the health of the environment and human beings. 

– S.H.I.



A Nuanced Approach

Originally, it was Page & Beard’s idea of placing a stream
at the building’s entry. Quite sensibly, they try to incorpo-
rate waterfeatures into all the projects they do for water dis-
tricts – whether inside or outside the building – as an ap-
propriate symbol of the services being provided.

As we focused on what we wanted to accomplish togeth-
er, we came to the recognition that our work was being dri-
ven by the idea that there is interconnectedness between soils
and water quality and that proper management of that rela-
tionship could be used to minimize the impact of urbaniza-
tion on the natural environment.

To turn that high philosophical concept to reality, we be-
gan by leaving well enough alone through a couple of key de-
cisions. First, we retained a buffer of significant trees near
the street as well as a gorgeous Japanese maple that now serves
as a centerpiece for a circular drive in the parking lot.

Second, we developed a soils-amendment program and a
planting plan (described in detail in the sidebars on pages 60
and 63, respectively) that self-consciously embodied the con-
cept of responsible stewardship.

Third,we chose to harness a small natural spring on the wa-
ter district’s original site on an adjacent lot to feed a decorative
watershape on the new site. Although water, ironically, was
not part of the water district’s initial wish list, the meandering
stream and pond at the front of the main building are now key
visual features – and perhaps the clearest embodiments of the
project’s prevailing spirit.
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Harnessing a small, on-site spring, we set up a stream that flows
for about 100 feet along the front of the main building bridged
by a walkway and, more impressively, a bridge that serves as the
building’s dramatic entryway.  Beautiful both day and night, the
stream symbolizes the Water District’s responsible stewardship over
the area’s resources.  



Once the stream passes the entry bridge, it flows to a pond where our goal was water of crystalline clarity and pristine beauty – again sym-
bolizing the district’s care in supplying and protecting the area’s water.
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The stream runs for about 100 feet
along the front of the building, flowing
beneath a small bridge at the entrance
and terminating in a 40-by-15-foot
pond. Much of the stream is visible
through office windows that bring
workers and visitors within a few feet of
the tranquil, slow-moving water.

The stream drops just 14 inches from
headwaters to pond,so we had to be delib-
erate in setting up the small falls and cas-
cades, the largest of which is located at the
transition from the stream to the pond. For
the most part,the water in the stream is only
a few inches deep,while the pond is no more

than two feet deep at its lowest point.
Installation of the stream was expert-

ly handled by Land Expressions of
Mead, Wash., a landscape architec-
ture/construction firm that, in my opin-
ion, does absolutely beautiful work. This
installation was no exception: I worked
with company founder Dave Nelson to
create a watershape that was significant
enough to command attention, but re-
tiring enough to blend seamlessly into
its tranquil surroundings.

Working on a structure made with a
concrete-covered liner, the Land Express-
ions crew made intuitive use of small,

rounded river rocks and Bandera gran-
ite, which was used throughout the site
for its rich brown and gray colorations
and smoothed edges that emulate stone
shaped by water and the elements
through time.

Coming To Life

The gentle contouring of the soil, the
careful placement of stones and the ex-
pert execution of delicate edge treatments
all came together to give the space a sense
of orderly composition, but at the same
time there are sensations of a natural,
random beauty.
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Eastern Influences
The planting plan for the Cross Valley Water District project is inspired by the nat-

ural surroundings of rural Washington State as well as by my desire to incorporate
layered views of the sort found in Japanese gardens. 

The plant selections began with Japanese maples, inspired by an existing, sentinel-
like specimen that stands at the center of the parking area.  We echoed its presence
with several smaller maples set around the pond and adjacent to the stream and set
up contrasts and layers by mixing in Japanese black pines.  These trees all work well
because they can be pruned and kept to garden scale – unlike cedars or firs for ex-
ample, which are forest trees and will grow to become too large for the setting.  

Many of the spaces requiring greenery and flowers were filled with dwarf rhodo-
dendrons, andromeda, mountain laurel and hydrangeas.  Accent plants include heav-
enly bamboo, creeping thyme, heather and kinnikinnick.   

The plantings are arranged in a fairly sparse pattern to avoid crowding the spaces
while still softening the banks of the watershape.  As these plantings mature and grad-
ually come to fill the space, the landscape will remain balanced and orderly – espe-
cially near the main building, where we carefully considered both immediate and fu-
ture lines of sight as we worked.

As you move away from the building, the plantings become progressively larger
and wilder, until you reach the rear of the property, where indigenous firs, cedars
and grasses still rule the terrain. 

– S.H.I.



In our desire to make the stream and
pond friendly to our plants and local
wildlife, we set up a water-treatment
system that uses a small ionizer and
ozonator. The water flows to the pond,
where a skimmer pumps it back to
headwaters that emerge inconspicu-
ously from beneath a small rockery at
the top of the stream.

The natural spring is up the slope from
the stream and flows by gravity to the
headwater area. We don’t need to wor-
ry much about the stream running dry –
quite the opposite: Because of the exten-

sive rains that fall in the region,we had to
accommodate the possibility of signifi-
cant overflow by setting up a series of
“bio-swales”that will capture excess wa-
ter and allow it to percolate into the soil.

Early on, district managers had been
cool to the idea of a watershape, mainly
because of the anticipated cost. We
worked hard to convince them of the vi-
sual appeal the stream and pond would
lend to the space and also to persuade
them that it was an environmentally con-
scientious approach – an approach that
would demonstrate their good steward-

ship in showing while providing an ex-
cellent public display of creative ways to
detain and slow surface runoff.

The clincher, however, was demon-
strating that we could make budgetary
room for the project by eliminating the
irrigation budget through use of water-
wise plant material for most of the space
– and by allowing the lawn,which was set
behind the main building and an area ear-
marked for future development, to go
brown during the summer.

As it has turned out, the stream in par-
ticular has become the facility’s hallmark.
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After all, it can be seen from many of the
spaces and offices inside the building,and
every visitor and employee who enters
the building crosses over its bridge.
District personnel have told me time and
again how much they enjoy the beautiful
scenery it provides and the gentle sounds
it makes, and they’re proud of the posi-
tive comments they hear from visitors.

There’s no great drama here, just a
careful balancing of plantings, rocks,
water and soils that give this project its
distinctive visual appeal, sustainability
and spirit.

My hope is that this sort of low-impact
design sensibility will catch on with oth-
er designers and clients. The way I see it,
it’s a commonsense approach founded
in a desire to retain natural features and
minimize the effects of construction
without sacrificing anything when it
comes to the enjoyment of those who oc-
cupy these built spaces.

I give tremendous credit to the staff at
the Cross Valley Water District, the pro-
fessionals at Page & Beard Architects and
Land Expressions and the other contrac-
tors and engineers who enthusiastically
embraced the values embodied in this
project. With healthy soils and clean wa-
ter in place,man-made spaces such as this
one can delight and satisfy human beings
while playing a role in preserving the nat-
ural beauty that remains around us.
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In planning the exterior spaces, we took our lead from the facility’s lofty interior architecture and its consciousness of the need to conserve
and wisely use local resources.  The resulting exteriors are simple yet evocative spaces set off with a selection of water-wise plants.  
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OF INTERESTOF INTEREST

PENTAIR POOL PRODUCTS has completed the
THS Series of horizontal sand filters with a new
34-by-84-inch model.  Featuring a space-sav-
ing design for small equipment rooms, the unit
has a longer sand bed for more filter area and
internals with lower pressure drops for reliable,

long-lasting performance.  The filter comes with optional manual, semi-
automatic or automatic manifolds.  Pentair Pool Products, Sanford, NC.

HORIZONTAL FILTER

Circle 104 on Reader Service Card

FLOATING FOUNTAINS

HOBBS ARCHITECTURAL FOUNTAINS has published
an eight-page, full-color brochure on its floating foun-
tains.  The one-, two-, three- and four-tier spray pat-
terns achieve heights up to 75 feet and diameters up
to 70 feet, depending on system horsepower.  The
brochure also highlights the operating platform, in-
cluding the framework, flotation system and lighting.
Hobbs Architectural Fountains, Atlanta, GA.
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DIAMOND BLADES FOR CONCRETE

DIAMOND BACK offers Side Winder II dia-
mond blades for high-speed dry cutting of a
variety of materials.  Ideal for fast cutting of
cured concrete, brick, block, asphalt, green
concrete and more, the blades come in 12-
and 14-inch versions and feature a ribbed core
that reduces friction and heat for long blade
life, faster cutting and use in a wide variety of

applications.  Diamond Back, Newark, NJ.
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VORTEX manufactures the Silverflow line of
interactive waterfeatures.  Designed for child
safety, play value, durability and quality, the
fixtures combine polished stainless steel and
bold, colorful details and come in a wide va-
riety of configurations, including spouts, arch-
es, cannons and more.  All components help in creating stimulating vi-
sual spaces that open children’s eyes to play possibilities.  Vortex,
Montreal, Quebec, Canada.

INTERACTIVE WATERFEATURES

Circle 107 on Reader Service Card
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he fine points of landscape lighting are the worthy subject of The
Art of Outdoor Lighting by Randall Whitehead (Rockport Publishers,
Gloucester, Mass., 1999). It’s a wonderful place to begin a jour-
ney of discovery: The text consists of 192 heavily (and beautiful-

ly) illustrated pages that break the discipline of lighting design down to
several practical areas of concern – and there’s a generous section all about
ways to light waterfeatures.

The verbiage throughout is both brief and focused, leaving most
of the space for a parade of beautiful photographs of public and res-
idential spaces. Simply by flipping through the pages and looking at
some of these projects, you begin to see just how much interest and
beauty can be created when you think about viewing and using a
space at night.

One of the most useful sections deals with the various lighting effects
you can achieve. There are discussions of familiar techniques, such as
the up-lighting of trees and structures, path lighting and spot lighting.
A large portion of the section, however, deals with more artistic effects,
including moon-lighting and silhouetting with backlight.

Along the way,Whitehead spends a good amount of space discussing
methods for concealing fixtures – and argues effectively for using few-

er fixtures in some cases. There’s also a wonderfully con-
cise and informative section on technology, including
short courses on 110-volt systems, low-voltage light-
ing and fiberoptics – which he covers almost exclusive-
ly as a technology used in conjunction with water.

Particularly important is a section on what he calls
“lighting mistakes”and how you can avoid such pitfalls
as shining outdoor lights into houses or creating mo-
notony by placing lighting fixtures at obvious intervals.
On a more positive note, I greatly enjoyed his discus-
sions of using light to bring the inside out by illuminat-
ing “exterior rooms”and of lighting exterior views with
interior focal points in mind.

His section on the lighting of water is a real eye-open-
er. He makes a number of points clearly and effective-
ly and, in a couple of cases, challenges some common
assumptions that I and others I know have made
throughout our careers. One of those is that you should
always light the interior of a swimming pool: In cases
where pools have dark interior surfaces, he suggests in-
stead that you should leave the water dark to exploit the
potential for reflections of lighted elements above the
waterline – an interesting idea I’ll consider as a possi-
bility from now on.

The book concludes with a section that credits the
landscape architects, lighting designers and photogra-
phers who provided images for the book – an extensive
list that might prove to be a terrific resource for water-
shapers looking for professional help with their lighting
designs and installations.

I came away from the text with a strong impression
that most watershapers, myself included, need to know
more about how much we can accomplish with light-
ing, whether it’s for small, intimate spaces or large areas
with multiple layers and varieties of key viewpoints. I
also more fully understand how a space takes on differ-
ent dimensions and aesthetic qualities depending on
how you choose to light it.

As I noted at the outset, this book is a great starting
place and worth a look if for no other reason than it
shows just how far you can go once you and your clients
begin considering what can be done with outdoor spaces
once the sun goes down.

Book Notes By Mike Farley

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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