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One of the themes that weaves its way through a great many of the articles
and columns we’ve run in WaterShapes through the years turns on the thought
that watershape design draws inspiration and direction not just from the para-
meters of the setting and the budget, but also from the desires, personalities and
characters of the clients.

What’s tricky about this concept is that looking to clients for inspiration often
involves setting aside your own preferences, inclinations,experience and tastes when
it comes to organizing and decorating spaces. In fact, the design process is quite
different when you subordinate your own vision and engage yourself in an exer-
cise of empathizing with clients while using your bag of tricks to amplify their ideas
and harmonize with their wish lists.

Sometimes, this give and take happens naturally and easily, while in other situ-
ations it is hard-won ground requiring constant give and take and even the stirring
of strong emotions. I’ve talked with some of you who have walked away from pro-
jects because the separation between the points of view of client and watershaper
is so broad that a meeting of the minds is impossible. More often, you’ve shared
accounts of projects in which the foreseeable result is so far from your vision of
what is right for the job that it’s all you can do to wrap up the process as painless-
ly as possible, then move on.

Much more desirable,of course,are those situations where the tastes of the clients
and the designer dovetail neatly and the result is a collaboration driven by harmo-
ny and inspiration. On page 28 of this issue, for example, you’ll find one of the
most explicit cases I’ve ever seen in which a vision has been shared by clients and
designer (see “A Taproot Manuscript,”by northern California landscape architect
Cynthia Hayes).

In the project profiled in Hayes’descriptive account,she worked with a couple who
had an interest in celebrating their family’s Native American roots while showcas-
ing an extensive collection of Indian and Mexican artwork. A person of Native
American background herself,Hayes was inspired on both professional and personal
levels to do her utmost in vesting the space with everything her clients wanted of her.

From the color palette and materials to the hardscape and plants, her work on
this project shows just how thoughtful and client-sensitive a process watershape
and landscape design can be. The result is a space that blends a range of textures,
colors and cultural icons that exist for one purpose only: to make the clients com-
fortable and happy.

As we were preparing this story for print, I was inspired by Hayes’ passion for
Native American culture and somewhat envious of her clients’sense of connection
to their ethnic heritage and desire to project it onto their surroundings in every way
possible. It reminded me that each of us has a history that is worth exploring and
celebrating on some level.

One of the most fantastic things about the art of watershaping is that it oc-
casionally affords its practitioners the opportunity, as it has for Cynthia Hayes,
to act as stewards and caretakers for the riches that reside in the hearts and minds
of those who seek to surround themselves with the beauty of plant life, stone,
artwork and water.
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Cynthia Hayes is owner and principal designer

for Mozaic, a landscape-design firm established

in 1991 and now located in Sunol, Calif. She re-

ceived her Master’s in Landscape Design from the

Conway School of Landscape Design in Conway,

Mass. Much of her work is on residential pro-

jects, and some has been featured on tours and

in publications – including a project that won a

“Best in the West” award from Sunset in 1999.

She has completed projects in settings from

Berkeley, Sacramento and Palm Springs in

California to Washington, Colorado and New

Hampshire, to name a few,and has worked singly

and collaboratively on master plans for large pub-

lic projects. She enjoys working with contractors

during the installation process and pursues a de-

sign process that aims to respect the site as a third

party, encouraging clients to find peace and con-

nections to nature within their own properties.

She can be reached at cyn@mozaicdesign.com.

Steve Gutai is product manager for pumps, fil-

ters and valves with Jandy/Laars Products, a divi-

sion of WaterPik Technologies of Petaluma, Calif.

Gutai is a veteran of the swimming pool industry,

having spent more than 13 years as an independent

service and repair technician and subcontractor in

the Los Angeles area. He spent three more years as

a technical service manager and outside sales rep-

resentative for Waterway Plastics in Oxnard,Calif.

Gutai joined Laars & Jandy in 2000 and now works

directly with contractors and engineers in design-

April’s Writers
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ing circulation systems for pools, spas and other

watershapes. He teaches hydraulics at trade shows

throughout the United States and is the featured

hydraulics instructor for Genesis 3’s Level 1 schools.

George Forni is president of Aquatic Environ-

ments, an Alamo, Calif.-based design, installa-

tion and service firm specializing in lakes, ponds

and other large waterfeatures. He started his ca-

reer in the waste- and reclaimed-water industry

in the mid 1980s. Before long, he became pro-

ject manager for an aquatic service firm, for

which he managed a number of projects in con-

junction with the U.S.Army Corps of Engineers

as well as in other regulatory agency-controlled

jobs. His company now focuses mostly on the

needs of large commercial clients in the Western

United States.

Frederick L.Gregory is a sculptor and landscape

artist with more than 35 years’experience in work-

ing with elements of nature – granite,wind and wa-

ter – as he has pursued an artistic aim he describes

as “the hand of man in harmony with nature.” Based

in Carmel Valley,Calif.,Gregory’s work is featured

at the Hawthorne Gallery in Big Sur,where his gran-

ite and steel sculptures have built a widespread fol-

lowing. Throughout his career,he has participated

in landscape creation and design in such contrast-

ing settings and cultures as California, Japan and

Brazil. He has also written extensively about land-

scape design and sculpture and is a published poet.
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construction topics? Contact Eric Herman at (714) 449-1996!
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ver and over at seminars and trade shows, watershapers ask me three
distinct but interrelated questions: “How do you get into the high-

end market?”, “How do you deal with wealthy customers?”and “How do you
handle those kinds of jobs?”

The short answer to all of them is that I’ve set myself up for it and am pre-
pared to tackle these projects and clients as they come. To me, it’s as natural
as breathing.

The deeper answer is much more complicated,obviously,and has to do with
my understanding that working with upper echelon clients means accommo-
dating an entire range of issues that cut to the very core of how I do business.

Let’s dig in here and take a look at that range of issues with an eye toward
establishing relationships at the highest levels of the market – and along the
way defining principles of client relationships that have a role in watershap-
ing at every level.

no fear
As I’ve mentioned many times before in this column, my approach all

flows from attitude.

Let’s begin with one of my main axioms for
life as well as business: I don’t look up or down
at anyone. I’ve learned through the years that
the people who seem the happiest and most suc-
cessful appreciate people who toil in the fields as
much as they do the local neurosurgeon. They
appreciate the hard work that others do because
they don’t want to do it themselves. They also
appreciate the craftsmanship they witness in
those who have it.

I’m pretty much that way myself. Having
come originally from the pool-service business,
I respect the person who does a quality job of
digging trenches as much as I do the person
who has achieved a great enough level of eco-
nomic prosperity to be able to hire a whole
bunch of trench diggers. But where people I
know in the watershaping trades have no trou-
ble at all relating to working-class people, they
tend to freeze when they encounter people of
wealth or fame or power.

Avoiding that freeze is why, through the years,
I’ve worked hard at learning to relate to people
who lead lifestyles that are beyond the compre-
hension of some of us mere mortals. It’s not un-
usual to find it tough to understand the way rich
people think. After all, we’re taught in this soci-
ety that rich or famous or powerful people are
“special” and that we should regard them with
awe. It’s not that I don’t respect my wealthy
clients or appreciate their sometimes dizzying
levels of success, but I’m not awed by them to
the point where I’d think there’s no way to bridge
the gap between my world and theirs.

Yes, it’s easy to be intimidated by those who’ve
reached for the stars and actually grabbed a cou-
ple of them. We do live in a materialistic soci-
ety, and it sets up unequal relationships – finan-
cial, educational and social – between people
who, for whatever reason, are in need of work-
ing with each other.

By Brian Van Bower

aqua culture

People I know in the 
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I’m not pretending to be a sociologist
here. I’m simply pointing out the fact that
we are raised to think about successful
people in certain ways – and those
thought patterns need some retooling if
you expect to cross over social barriers
and work effectively and efficiently with
our society’s elite.

learning curve
I didn’t start out with an innate un-

derstanding of these relationships: I first
came to realize that I was a victim of a sort
of“accept the difference”mentality in the
early days of running my service firm.

We had a multi-millionaire client who
lived in a beautiful estate so grand that
there was a separate service entrance. My
staff and I always used the service en-
trance – naturally enough, since that was
its intended purpose. No big deal: Every
time I showed up at the property, for
whatever reason, I always used the ser-
vice entrance, and this was true when I
was arriving to pick up a check or to dis-

cuss some specific service issue with the
client himself.

This went on for several years without
question,but then one day the client told
me it would be more appropriate if I came
to the front door. It seemed a minor dis-
tinction at the time, but it represented a
turning point in the way the client
thought about me and what I thought of
the client. Since then, I’ve come to ap-
preciate that one of the most difficult as-
pects of working with upper-end clients
is that you need to see them eye to eye and
to some extent that you need to be able
to think the way they do.

As I’ve moved deliberately toward these
clients in my career as a designer and con-
sultant, I’ve worked hard to place myself
in their mindset and give myself the tools
required to step into their shoes when I
work with them on projects. To be sure,
there are some of these ladies and gentle-
men into whose shoes I am reluctant to
insert my feet, but I find that thinking
in this way enables me to do a better job

of meeting their expectations when the
opportunity presents itself.

Basically, I don’t want to get trapped in
my own thought patterns and operate
based solely on my own standards,values
and experiences. I see this as limiting my
ability to relate. Instead, I work with the
fact that even the rich and famous and
powerful are human beings like anyone
else and seek out people who are similar
to them in certain respects, whether it’s
economic status, level of education or a
simple understanding of their realm of
experience.

Obviously, the extremely wealthy or fa-
mous or powerful among us have unique
lifestyles beyond our reach, and I don’t
mean to suggest that you should be dis-
honest about your own lot in life for the
sake of making inroads with the upper
crust. Frankly, this “strategy”is almost al-
ways transparent and doomed to failure.

What I do mean is that we need to
equip ourselves with frames of refer-
ences that cross over into their realm so
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we can conjure comfort levels that work
both ways.

common ground
Your purpose in interacting with high-

end clients naturally focuses on water-
shapes and exterior settings, so the first,
best place to seek commonality with these
clients is in your own appreciation for ex-
cellence when it comes to product and
job performance.

This is another lesson I learned in my
service business (in which I dealt with a
great many wealthy clients) and extend-
ed from the challenge I faced in getting
my staff to appreciate the fact that the
people they were working with were ac-
customed to having everything go their
way. That was difficult with a staff of
mostly young people who were strug-
gling just to get by, but I had to get them
to appreciate the way our clients thought
for them to be able to provide service on
par with high expectations.

I found myself in a constant process of
changing my employees’mindset and get-
ting them to work beyond any sense of
minimum standards. What we were af-
ter was a sense of the need to maximize
the quality of what we did. Simply put,
we were pursuing a strategy that said qual-
ity and excellence offered the surest path
to the common ground we wanted to es-
tablish with our clients – at every social
level, not just the rich ones.

That said, however, the ability to relate
to very high-end clients also involves
frames of reference that are outside the
watershaping industry and the services
we typically perform. On some level, that
means knowing a thing or two about the
fine arts, for example, or about automo-
biles,architecture, interior furnishing and
the like. Yes, excellence speaks volumes,
but to me, forming good relationships
with high-end clients is also about reach-
ing beyond our own paradigms and mov-
ing things up a couple of notches.

I don’t think you need to know all
there is to know about every upscale
thing: Just pick out a couple of areas
you appreciate and try to be knowl-
edgeable enough about them that when
you meet with these clients, you can ex-
press an appreciation for some of the
finer things in life with which they tend

to surround themselves.
A couple years back, I wrote about the

value of understanding the good life and
don’t particularly want to repeat myself
here. Suffice it to say that people of means
often actively seek the good life and ex-
press it in an infinite number of ways. Few
of us would think of chartering a jet to fly
to Switzerland for the weekend, but you

don’t have to be a passenger on the plane
to appreciate fine wine or good food (two
of my favorites) or the thrill of travel, the
beauty of art, the rush of deep-sea fish-
ing or the intensity of participating in an
auction.

Being fortunate enough to experience
some of these things won’t necessarily
spoil you when it comes to more com-



mon pleasures, but they will show you
that there are many levels of enjoyment
to be sought.

It’s also another example of the way
knowledge is power: By knowing art his-
tory, for example, not only will you be
more comfortable talking with clients
about their tastes,but you’ll also improve
your ability to design projects worthy of
being called “art.” Knowledge can give
you the confidence you need to move in
such a direction.

project by project
All of the knowledge in the world is

wasted, however, if you’re unable to per-
form at the promised level of excellence.
It cuts back to the initial idea that you
should always strive to exceed expecta-
tions,and nowhere is this truer than with
wealthy clients. For myself, I work to un-
der-promise and over-deliver and, more
important, to exceed my own expecta-
tions for quality.

I’ve also found it helpful to break this

down and think in terms of exceeding ex-
pectations in the process by which the end
product is created and in the end prod-
uct itself.

Clients who can have whatever they
want (and have it done by most anyone)
will naturally have high expectations for
both the process and the end product.
Starting with the process, for example,
success has everything to do with the way
you communicate. That can mean sim-
ple things such as sending personal
thank-you notes, keeping clients in-
formed, returning phone calls and, in
general, being responsive to client ques-
tions and concerns.

I write this knowing full well how easy
it is with big projects to get excited, over-
commit and unwittingly create false ex-
pectations for performance. That’s a
classic problem – and something that
many of us who’ve worked at this level
have had to learn the hard way. When a
project comes with a high price tag, re-
sist the urge to make unreasonable

promises about performance – particu-
larly those having to do with time
frames. Rest assured that, if you do,
clients will hold you to your word and
too often you’ll find yourself locked into
a commitment you can’t meet.

It’s far better to stand your ground
and be realistic and open with the client
about what they can expect. If you can
improve on those promises and over-
deliver, that’s fantastic – but it’s not wise
to count on being able to do things faster
and better than you normally would just
because the bottom of the contract
holds a bigger number than you’re ac-
customed to seeing.

At times, you may need to look the
client in the eye and say you can’t deliv-
er in the expected time frame or say “no”
about some other issue, but I’ve found
that these clients usually respect you for
being truthful and letting them know
what’s going on. This is certainly prefer-
able to having to come back after the fact
and make up an excuse for the fact that
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you’ve failed to meet a commitment you
made in the excitement of the moment.

As a practical step, I take notes on pro-
jects as I converse with clients so that I
can remember what I said. Sometimes,
people will forget, and if you can’t specif-
ically reference the conversation during
which a particular subject was discussed,
you can find yourself at odds over a de-
tail that would otherwise be a non-issue.

changes are good
The reason you need to be realistic,

open and honest in working with high-
end clients is because the one thing that
you can count on with complex, high-
er-profile projects – without fail – is that
they are subject to change without notice.
In my role as a design consultant, I’ve had
many conversations with contractors
who’ve been caught up short by this, and
it’s my observation that those who fare
best under these conditions are those who
can take things in stride.

What’s so basic to me, it seems, isn’t all
that obvious to some of these contrac-
tors. At times, I feel like I’m holding up
flash cards that say, “Yes, there will be
changes,”or “You should charge for these
changes” or, most important and in the
biggest, brightest letters, “You should
make a profit on those changes.”

That’s the beauty of high-end clients
compared to those at lower levels: Each
time a change comes up – and they always
do – you have an opportunity to make
more money on a project. Better still, it
often means that you’ll be building or de-
signing a more involved and exciting pro-
ject instead of just an expensive one.

If I had to underline one single point
in this entire discussion, it would be this:
It is absolutely essential to approach
high-end work with the mindset that
there will be changes, and those changes
will occur throughout the entire course
of the project. If you’re not one who
copes well with making adjustments
mid-stream, then high-end work is not
for you. It’s really that simple.

Lots of people shy away from jobs that
present lots of changes, basically because
there are risks: Until you figure out ways
to cope with change orders, it’s very easy
to respond too quickly and under-price
a change. That may not seem like a big

deal on a large project with a healthy
profit margin, but the fact is that all
those small concessions add up quick-
ly, and your margin can disappear be-
fore you’re done.

You need to think proposed changes
through completely, taking into account
the fact that new orders affect scheduling
for the project at hand as well as your oth-

er projects and can leave costly gaps that
aren’t easy to fill. Perhaps you’ve already
purchased equipment or materials, for
example,and the change order means that
you have to return certain things and ac-
quire new ones. That costs time and
money.

You needn’t necessarily explain all the
ramifications to your client, but you do
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need to run through the permutations in
your own mind and price the work ac-
cordingly and fairly. But if the client tru-
ly wants to know why the cost for a
change is as high as it is, you need to be
sincere and honest in explaining the whys
and wherefores.

Again, it’s all about managing expecta-
tions and positioning yourself whenever

possible to exceed them. It also boils down
to maintaining a conviction that your
work exemplifies the highest standards: If
you can’t do that, lots of these clients will
chew you up; if you can and you deliver a
product that the client appreciates more
than he or she ever expected, then your
telling the truth about what’s going on
only works to your benefit.

quality at hand
One last thing I’ve been observing

among my highest-end clients has to do
with what they’re willing to accept by way
of formal presentations having to do with
a project.

These days, many of these people are
purchasing their homes from great dis-
tances away using tools such as virtual re-
ality tours that walk them through spaces
using three-dimensional graphics. If
you’re going to pursue these people as
clients, you have to accept the fact that
their graphic expectations are higher than
ever before and that a flat plan or sim-
ple drawing is not going to cut it.

Whether you prepare hand renderings
or work with a quality CAD program,you
must be prepared to back up your words
with strong visuals – and on a much high-
er level than was acceptable even a few
years ago. Whether you subcontract the
work, learn to do it yourself or put some-
one on staff to prepare the drawings,you
need to understand that these visuals must
reflect the quality of the end product.
Otherwise, clients won’t “see” things the
way you want them to, communication
about your ideas will become difficult and
chances are better than good that some-
one who makes a better presentation will
get the nod.

If anything, presentation skills are the
new frontier in watershaping. It takes
time and money to get up to speed, but
you need to get yourself there if you
want a fair crack at the high-end mar-
ket. Partly, it’s about separating your-
self from the crowd. To a greater extent,
however, it’s about conveying a message
about quality that is clear to one and all
with the very first steps in the water-
shaping process.

Within any profession, people per-
form at different levels. Some stand at
the leading edge, gain big reputations
and are among the first called when-
ever a client begins to look around. To
compete at this level, you must strive to
play the game as it is played by water-
shaping’s best practitioners, develop
your skills and gain a reputation for ex-
cellence that makes you stand out
among peers.

As you strive, you need to figure out
what it takes to get everything done and,
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as important, figure out what to charge
for the work. You need to make enough
on these projects to justify your time,deal
with the level of difficulty and make cer-
tain you can deliver everything you’ve
promised while navigating a sea of change
orders.

These projects are indeed complicat-
ed, they do take time (more than they
should in many cases) and they do involve
clients who want things to go their way,
so price your work accordingly so that
you’ll be inclined to come back and do
it again,either for the current client or for
someone else.

bringing it home
One of the unexpected benefits I’ve no-

ticed from working with high-end clients
has to do with the way it has affected my
mindset when it comes to working on less
complicated projects.

When you approach each and every
project you do with the idea that you will
exceed expectations with quality perfor-
mance and excellent results, you’ll find
positives in every project you pursue,even
the modest ones. There’s also the fact that
I keep running into projects that started
with a budget of, say, $50,000, that end-
ed up growing to twice or three times that
limit because I work in a way that opens
clients’ eyes and minds to possibilities
they’d never considered.

In fact, I think it’s fair to say that the
“high-end sensibility” discussed here
translates beautifully to work on mid-
range watershapes: Mid-range clients
respond to respectful treatment in
much the same way rich folks do and
enjoy working with someone who
comes to the process more concerned
with quality and excellence than with
the price tag alone.
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Brian Van Bower runs Aquatic Consultants
and is a partner in Van Bower & Wiren, a
pool-construction firm in Miami.  He is also a
co-founder of Genesis 3, A Design Group;
dedicated to top-of-the-line performance in
aquatic design and construction, this orga-
nization conducts schools for like-minded
pool designers and builders.  He can be
reached at bvanbower@aol.com.
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was hired recently to work on a substantial restoration project in a promi-
nent Los Angeles neighborhood. I’d worked previously with the archi-

tect on a large estate, and he had referred me to the homeowners. After a
couple of meetings, we determined we were all a good fit, and I was hired
to design the exterior spaces of the home in collaboration with the archi-
tect, the contractor and the decorator.

About a month into the project, the interior decorator was let go in favor
of a restoration specialist. By that time, it was clear that many of the design
decisions being made were not in keeping with the home’s classic Spanish ar-
chitecture and thus needed to be redirected.

As the design phase continued, I also began to sense that many of the orig-
inal recommendations for the exterior offered by the architect had the same
problem. What we started with were presumptions based on his own de-
sign aesthetic – ideas that didn’t seem to reflect the homeowner’s explicit
desire to stay close to historic design principles whenever possible, as well
as her desire to accommodate the needs of her two young sons. Many of
those early decisions were practical and had been based strictly on the us-
ability of the small backyard space, site topography and the city’s zoning and
setback requirements.

finding the right path
In his original plans, the architect had tucked

the swimming pool on the side of the house,and
it had always felt awkward and, ultimately, just
plain wrong to me. Our collaborative meetings,
which included the homeowner, the architect,
the contractor, the interior decorator and me,
typically ended discussions of the pool with,“But
this is the only place we can put the pool.”

This never satisfied me, so I studied the topo-
graphical maps and suggested a number of so-
lutions,only to be told,“That won’t work.” The
implication was that, as a landscape designer, I
was not the person best equipped to design the
pool and hardscape areas. Still, I felt that I was
the only one who was truly listening to the
homeowner and the only design professional
on the job who was completely unsettled by ex-
isting design decisions. I wanted to do better.

At one meeting, the homeowner told me di-
rectly that every time she looked at the pool
chalked out on the side of the house, she had
the desire to drag it over to the other side of the
yard. As I listened, I recognized that I needed
to become her advocate and play the role of the
bad guy on the design team. I told her at the
time that I would become a thorn in everyone’s
side until someone told me a final decision had
been made and that this was the way it was go-
ing to be.

I also recognized that I needed ammunition,
so I picked up my stack of back issues of
WaterShapes and started doing some home-
work. Before long, I decided to call two “pool
guys” whose work, as seen in the magazine,
seemed to suit the situation I was facing. A call
to the magazine’s editor gave me additional in-
formation about the two of them, along with
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pertinent contact information.
Before a week had passed, I’d met with

both of them and gathered as much of an
education as I could about what they do.

The first fellow I met with mainly builds
pools. My presumption going in was that
everyone who built high-end pools was
likely to know how to design them – not
necessarily true, as I discovered. He had
an impressive resume, Genesis 3 Design
School experience and was clearly at the
top of his game. But, he informed me,
design was not his strong suit. He could
tell me about the expansive qualities of
the soil, when to build and how to build,
he said, but if I needed design advice –
particularly historical design advice – he
was not the best person for the job. More
than anything, I appreciated his honesty.

My next meeting was with a man who,
before we met, had no idea that all of the
projects he’d published in WaterShapes
had given him something of a reputation
as an expert in Spanish-style architecture.
We met on site, and I showed Mark
Holden what was planned and offered my
own thoughts in the matter. He listened
to everything I told him about the home-
owners and their “needs”and “wants”lists,
and then it was my turn to listen and gain
an education about historical restorations
and classic architecture.

He began explaining the principles of
the Islamic architecture that had such a
strong influence on design sensibilities in
Spain – and of how those principles had
been exported to and modified in the
New World as the Spanish Colonial style.
He talked about the importance of the
axis in this style and how important ele-
ments of a setting were set up on a per-
pendicular grid.

In this context, Mark was able to show
me how, from a historical perspective,
there was a “proper”place for every hard-
scape feature in this particular yard, in-
cluding the pool, and that every feature
needed to have a purpose or lead you vi-
sually to another place. He also pointed
out that this didn’t mean that there was
only one way to design the exterior space,
but simply that there were ways to make
everything work from a historical per-
spective that would tie the exterior to-
gether with the house.

making progress
I made an executive decision at that

point and gave Mark the blueprints. I
knew the homeowner would pay for a
couple consulting hours and an initial
concept, and I felt confident that Mark
would eventually be hired to join the de-
sign team and would end up not charg-

ing for the consulting work once he be-
came the contractor for the pool.

More important, by the time we were
done I was convinced more than ever that
I had to derail the architect’s notions
about what should happen in the back-
yard and where the pool should be
placed. That in mind, I arranged to bring
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Mark to meet with the homeowner and
have him explain to her, as he had to me,
exactly what he thought about the yard
– even if he wasn’t to be hired to devel-
op the final plan. I knew that once she
heard his rationale and saw the depth
of his understanding of this sort of pro-
ject that she, too,would be sold on bring-
ing him aboard.

Sure enough, one week later and after
an hour-long conference call abbreviat-
ed by faxed visuals, the homeowner was
convinced that there was a way to get what
she wanted without having to shove the
pool off to the side of the house. As of
this writing,Mark has been contracted to
design the exterior hardscape of the house
in conjunction with my planting design.
It is also clear to the entire project team –
even the architect – that this decision has
been the catalyst for pulling all of the de-
sign’s loose ends into a neat bundle.

As much as I might have liked to have
been completely responsible for the ex-
terior design, I am more than a bit proud
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natural companions

The home has a classic Spanish Colonial look that fueled the homeowner’s desire for a
backyard and pool that made sense within that stylistic and historical context.
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that I recognized my limitations and
moved beyond them to get the help I
needed. As I told the homeowner, it was
more important for me not to make a
penny on the hardscape design and have
it done right, than to try and push my way
through the project based on my design
ideas or the architect’s. If, at the end of
the project, she looked at her yard and
was dissatisfied with the outcome,would-
n’t it ultimately reflect poorly on me and
my design advice and abilities?

Here’s what we landscape profession-
als can take from all this:

� Know yourself. As designers,we must
know our limitations. I know I’m not well
versed in every area of design and that col-
laboration – drawing on top people in al-
lied professions – is one of the most valu-
able tools at my disposal. So be open to
meeting new design professionals,sharing
ideas and learning new things. (It’s also a
fact that collaborations can lead to lots of
referrals – maybe the best marketing tool
we have!)

� Do your homework. It always pays
to research your design options. There
are too many different approaches to get-
ting things done in the watershaping
trades, and it’s not our job to know
everything and how it’s all done. That’s
why I recommend opening yourself to
the wealth of information and resources
available within the watershaping com-
munity.

� Seek allies. Don’t settle for less than
you need, and spend time finding the
right person for the job. As I discovered
in my two conversations with pool con-
tractors, a pool person who can design
may also be a competent pool builder,but
it’s also true that there are builders who
can’t design and designers who can’t (or
won’t) build. So ask a lot of questions
about previous work and by all means
make calls to those who know these wa-
tershaping professionals to get their
thoughts on who might be the best per-
son for your particular project.

� Read WaterShapes. Don’t just flip
through each issue: Read the entire mag-
azine. I know that we landscape profes-
sionals aren’t generally fascinated by details
of hydraulics or steel reinforcement or the
other technical aspects of watershaping,
but there is more to learn than just that. By

reading each issue,you learn to ask the right
questions and, perhaps more important,
gain access to the best watershapers in the
world, right here at your disposal. Any of
them can be contacted by e-mailing or call-
ing the staff at WaterShapes – an unbeliev-
able wealth of information.

� Don’t settle. Never give in too quick-
ly when you run into uncomfortable de-
sign situations. Had I sat back and ac-
cepted the architect’s best take on the
exterior design of this project, I would
have had terrible regrets (although I might
have learned a valuable lesson for the fu-
ture). As we’ll see in upcoming issues, it’s
worth it to be stubborn when the design
of something just doesn’t feel right.

We’ve also had to make some difficult
decisions regarding removal of large trees

on this property. The project is in an area
well known for its trees, but it’s not in a
preservation zone, so the challenge is
more emotional than practical. Still, it
cuts to the heart of what historical
restorations are all about – the subject of
columns to come.
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Stephanie Rose runs Stephanie Rose
Landscape Design in Encino, Calif.  A specialist
in residential garden design, her projects of-
ten include collaboration with custom pool
builders.  If you have a specific question about
landscaping (or simply want to exchange
ideas), e-mail her at sroseld@earthlink.net.
She also can be seen in episodes of “The
Surprise Gardener,” airing Tuesday evenings
on HGTV.   
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The plan keeps evolving, but the basic grid set up at Mark Holden’s urging will always be the
core around which the space will be organized as the process unfolds.



great many wonderful things can be said about all-tile pool finishes
once they’re done, but you can’t lose sight of the fact that such fin-

ishes require lots of planning,are difficult to apply and,as your clients will tell
you,are far from inexpensive. And by “far from inexpensive,”I mean that the
price tag will usually give pause even to people of great means.

This is all especially true with glass tile,which is applied using different (and
generally more complicated) techniques than is ceramic tile and costs pro-
portionately more. But that cost brings with it a great and stunning beauty
that can be well worth it.

My project in the Los Feliz area of Los Angeles is a case in point. For all
of the creativity and ingenuity that went into pulling off the technical as-
pects of this renovation project, it will ultimately be the beautiful, import-
ed glass tile the clients selected that will lend the greatest degree of visual
definition and distinction to the work. And even though these clients knew
from the start that this was the look they wanted, the cost of doing it right
warranted careful consideration and planning in every step of the design
and construction processes.
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sticking points
One of the big things with glass tile has to do

with two schools of thought when it comes to
the way the glass is bound into sheets that make
up the mosaics. The first school endorses the use
of a mesh background, while the second advo-
cates use of what is known as the “blind-set”tech-
nique with paper-mounted tiles.

(There’s also a third possibility that won’t be
discussed here: Some porcelain tiles – specifi-
cally those made by American Olean – come in
squares held together with rubber dots between
the tile pieces.)

I’ve worked with both systems with glass tile,
and I’ve come through experience to prefer pa-
per-covered,blind-set tile to mesh-mounted tile.
Both systems certainly work,but because mount-
ing tile to the substrate is a matter of adhesion, it
seems to me that, with mesh-backed products,
less of the surface of the back of the tile is avail-
able for adherence because the mesh, however
fractionally, gets in the way. By contrast, with
blind-set tile, the entire backside of the tile ad-
heres to the substrate.

I’ve been in all sorts of discussions about this
through the years, mainly with mesh-backed
product suppliers who disagree with me, but I’ll
stand by my preference on this issue. I’ll credit
both sides,however,with making a big point that
you need to use the manufacturer-recommend-
ed adhesive material, no matter the mounting
method.

The challenge with blind-set tile is that apply-
ing it is far more time consuming than is apply-
ing mesh-backed tile. Of course, time is money,
and there’s also the fact that installing blind-set
tile requires special expertise on the part of the
tile setter – yet another cost factor.

By David Tisherman
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But the results can be well worth the
price. The basic process involves mount-
ing tile as sheets on an adhesive bed (us-
ing only a product, such as Laticrete, rec-
ommended by the tile supplier), then
soaking the paper that’s attached to the
front of the tile and removing it. At that
point – and this is what I like most about
this technique – each and every tile is ad-
justed and moved precisely into place by
hand before the adhesive sets. (For a con-
cise explanation of this process, see “Beads
on Glass,”October 2003, page 56.) 

This painstaking process of individual
adjustment of the tiles can, in the right
hands,produce incredibly beautiful results
– and that’s just what we wanted to see in
revitalizing this classic Los Angeles pool.

As design discussions moved forward,
I recommended a blind-set product from
my friend Scott Fleming and the folks at
Oceanside Glasstile of Carlsbad, Calif.,
but the clients opted instead for an Italian
glass tile. The samples we’d seen were
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The contours found in pools make application of all-tile finishes a challenge, basically because
manufacturers prepare the material for easiest use on flat surfaces with squared corners.



blind-set, but when our order finally ar-
rived – following a two-month wait that
stalled the project – some of the tile was
mesh-mounted and some of it blind-set.
Fortunately, the difference didn’t give us
problems beyond the fact that we had to
work with two installation processes.

no pie slices
What makes glass tile such an expen-

sive option for pools and spas has less to
do with mounting techniques than it does
with the fact that pools and spas tend to
have lots of curvaceous surfaces.

In the vast majority of general con-
struction projects,glass tile is installed on
flat surfaces with squared corners. The
fact that we work with rounded steps and
benches and radiused dam walls means
we’re installing tile pieces or sections with
rectilinear shapes over curved areas.
Under those circumstances, the simple
fact is that it’s easier to work with offset
or “jog-jointed” tile sheets, no matter
whether they come mesh-backed or ready
to be blind-set.

Glass-tile samples invariably come in
stack-mounted configurations,meaning
that all of the grout joints line up. If you
tried to use such a sheet on a curved sur-
face, such as a step, fanning the tile would
mean ever widening grout lines that will
form pie-shaped spaces between the tiles.
By working with offset sheet configura-
tions, tile setters are able to work around
radiuses much more easily, with only
slightly splayed grout joints that disap-
pear without visually disrupting the tile
pattern.

The only other way to deal with ra-
diuses would be to cut tiny, pie-shaped
tiles – and the tile setter would be at it for-
ever!  Instead,by using jogged tile, the tile
setter can cut the sheets or mesh and lay
down single strips to allow for much
greater refinement of the jogging pattern.
This approach eliminates virtually all mis-
takes,and pie-shaped shaped grout joints
become a non-factor.

(I’ve also seen those who use stacked
tile sheets use tiles of smaller sizes to fill
the widening grout gaps. To my eyes, this
is a poor solution – and a dead giveaway
that an awkward problem needed some
sort of desperate solution.) 

As I say, working in radiused spaces
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The most visually satisfying approach to tiling curved steps involves a painstaking process of
cutting the tile into strips, setting them into place and then, one by one, adjusting the tiles
to maximize visual appeal and continuity.  
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takes greater skill and more time on the
part of the tile setter. It also means getting
a tile supplier to send you tile in offset pat-
terns, which usually means a special or-
der – and more cost. All this is something
that needs to be discussed with the client
up front, because it adds a couple of dol-
lars per square foot to the installed cost of
the finish.

In my view, if I can’t get a client to see
the distinction between the stacked and
offset products and they insist on saving
a bit by ordering stacked rather than off-
set sheets, I generally do all I can to walk
away from the tile option. In fact, I begin
to talk up other finishes because I know
what they want won’t work. Tile costs too
much and is too hard to install for me not
to want it to look its very best.

In the project at hand, the home-
owners took a good bit of convincing.
Fortunately, they finally came to appre-
ciate the distinctions I was drawing be-
tween the two patterns, but I could see
through their questions how difficult it
was for them to see the big picture so
early in the process.

ramifications
Of course, the selection of glass tile as

a surface option has consequences that
reach well beyond the way you order the
product and set an installation price. In
past columns, for example, I’ve discussed
the importance of setting up perpendic-
ular walls and floor joints for all-tile pools.

This is,obviously,easier to do if the ves-
sel is new and you have control over the
way it’s being built. In new construction,
it’s all a matter of setting up the floor as a
footing for the vertical walls – a more ex-
pensive way to go because it requires more
steel,more concrete and greater skill on the
part of subcontractors, but a good way to
ensure a sharp, clean, elegant look for an
all-tile pool. The squared corners create
wonderful changes of plane that gives a
beautiful “attitude”to the way the light plays
on the surface of the tile.

In fact, in pools where there are no ra-
diuses and floors and walls are all squared,
you can easily go with a stacked tile and
achieve great aesthetics. In the case of the
renovation project we’ve been discussing,
however, there were just a few squared
surfaces, so we needed jogged joints to ac-
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commodate, for example, the circular spa
we added to the structure and the sweep-
ing radiuses of the steps, the spa seats and
the dam wall.

Tile color was also an issue. In this case,
the clients were working with a color spe-
cialist who had helped them with inte-
rior and exterior decorating choices.
Wanting to make a “statement” with the
pool (as opposed to seeing it blend in with
the earth tones of the house and the splen-
did trees that flanked the deck,which also
would have been nice), they settled on a
beautiful and visually striking periwinkle
as the field tile to surround a set of mo-
saic details.

The spa is a deep periwinkle, while the
pool has a lighter shade of the same col-
or. At the waterline is a twelve-inch-
deep, multi-colored mosaic pattern
based roughly on a classic fleur de lis.
Above that in what had been the pool’s
original scupper, we installed tile in a di-
amond pattern. (Rather than func-
tioning as a component of the circula-
tion system, the scupper is now a
beautiful visual detail.)

Instead of using quarter rounds to cov-

er the edges of the steps in the shallow end
of the pool, we shaped the edges with a
broader, European-style bullnose over
which we were able to install three tiles
that follow the radius, further enhancing
the visual unity of all the tile. This was
possible because in this case we were
working with very small tiles – a little
more than half an inch square rather than
full inches.

All of this had to be considered and laid
out before we even began construction of
the pool, which put a premium on com-
munication with the clients about these is-
sues from the very first stages of the process.
As I mentioned at the outset, good out-
comes with all-tile finishes take planning
and care from Day One.
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David Tisherman is the principal in two de-
sign/construction firms:  David Tisherman’s
Visuals of Manhattan Beach, Calif., and Liquid
Design of Cherry Hill, N.J.  He is also co-
founder and principal instructor for Genesis
3, A Design Group, which offers education
aimed at top-of-the-line performance in aquat-
ic design and construction. 
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The classic, graceful contours of the pool are accented beautifully by the waterline mosaic
band and by the offset, “jog-jointed” mounting of the field tile.
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A
Taproot

Manuscript
Landscape designer Cynthia Hayes
combines an empathy for nature with
smart problem-solving and a passion
for finding the spiritual dimension in a
space as the starting point for her de-
signs.  For the project pictured here,
she was challenged by clients who
shared her values and wanted her to
weave multiple styles, ethnic icons
and disparate ecosystems together
in a small yard filled with art, vibrant
colors and various other features, in-
cluding a lap pool.   
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From the start, it’s been a project that has taken its di-
rection from the art, spirit and cultural heritage of the
clients and has always been much more to me than just
another opportunity to design an attractive backyard and
swimming pool.

I’ve always gravitated toward work that lets me treat spaces
with a sense of spirituality and a respect for the energy and
sanctity of nature that ultimately will resonate with clients
beyond the purely visual and functional aspects of the de-
sign. Often, those qualities are expressed in subtle ways that
I end up appreciating more than my clients, but in the case
of the project seen here, there was a joy and ease to the work
because the clients shared my sensibilities. As a result, the
work encompasses a set of cultural,metaphorical and artis-
tic overtones both bold and unreserved.

Their residence in Los Altos, Calif., is on a flat, one-third-
acre suburban lot in a relatively unassuming (but affluent)
neighborhood of large ranch homes on quiet streets. Even
with a first impression, however, I knew this was not to be
a typical project: The home stood out amid the staid land-
scapes with a colorfully chaotic rose garden out in front of
a bright, terracotta-colored house with a large, Santa Fe-
style covered porch filled with Mexican art and furnishings.

A multi-ethnic family of ample means, they were inter-
ested in finding places in the backyard for their growing
collection of larger-than-life Native American sculptures
and for various other expressions of the family’s heritage
and tastes.

Vision Quest
Being part Seminole, I felt a natural connection with their

desires and an enthusiasm for helping to give expression to
an often-overlooked culture. But they had a long wish list
of ideas and features they wanted to include in the space –
a setting that not only celebrated their various cultural roots,
but also evoked memories of various settings they had en-
joyed through the years.

So we set out together to create a sort of “spatial man-
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uscript” in the forms of sculpture, cul-
ture, plant material and water.

It was also apparent right from the
start that these clients were in love with
Native American and Mexican art. Their
home featured walls dominated by
brightly colored masks, Mexican folk art,
Huichol Indian string paintings, origi-
nal oil murals, dolls and Navajo rugs as
well as rusted-iron sculptures set against
bright stucco. A totem pole sat in the
garage awaiting placement in the yard,

and the husband’s arms displayed tradi-
tional Native Ameri-can art in the form
of bold tattoos. I was drawn to and in-
spired by this exuberance of expression.

And they were more than simply “col-
lectors.” The art celebrated the family’s
eclectic mix of backgrounds: the hus-
band from the Muckleshoot tribe of the
Pacific Northwest, two adopted boys –
one from the Lakota tribe, the other of
Hualapai/African American descent –
and the wife of European extraction.

Interestingly, she was perhaps the most
passionate of all about wanting to find
ways to express and find harmonies in
the family’s cultural complexity – and
about expressing her love of art and fond
memories of time she and her family had
spent in Hawaii.

The first thing we talked about was their
outdoor art collection and their desire to
put several sculptures on display. Many
of these pieces were quite large (some up
to eight feet tall), and most were by their
friend, the artist Elwood Reynolds of
Santa Fe, N.M. I was intrigued by the
sculptures, especially one large turtle
sculpture that I knew would eventually
occupy a prominent place in the design.

As inspiring as the project was on a per-
sonal level, it was rather daunting on a
practical one: Their punch list for the
space – a meditation area, a sacred sweat
lodge, a vegetable garden, shade areas, a
barbeque, a fireplace, an outdoor show-

WATERsHAPES � APRIL 200430

The courtyard
offers gracious
access to the
space beyond,
with the elevat-
ed lap pool
making its first
impression as
a seating area
rather than as a
watershape.

The homeowners had a lengthy wish list for a
relatively small backyard space, including a
ceremonial sweat lodge and places for a grow-
ing collection of sculptures.
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er, a totem pole, a pool house and a lap
pool – was considerable given its small
size. Then there was the fact that we were
discussing the inclusion of three exotic
ecosystems – the forested Pacific
Northwest, the Southwestern deserts and
tropical Hawaii – along with features fa-
miliar in temperate, coastal Los Altos.

Crossing Connect ions
At first, everything seemed to want

to fly apart, and I’ll concede that I was
somewhat stumped when it came to vi-
sualizing a way to make it all work to-
gether.

For one thing, the earthen tones of a
Native American style were more sub-
tle than (and seemingly at odds with) the
vivid, saturated colors of the Mexican art-
work. For another, it was hard at first
to conceptualize a lap pool evoking a
Native American feel. To make things
even more challenging, the canvas I’d
been given kept changing: New large art
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It was tough at first to
visualize the lap pool
as part of this land-
scape, but before 
long it took on its own
thematic and artistic 
dimensions and is now
at the core of the 
overall composition.



pieces would occasionally arrive and,even
though I might have initially suggested
it, I didn’t expect them to add a two-sto-
ry wing onto the house midway through
landscape installation.

In all cases, however, solutions pre-
sented themselves. Even the addition to
the house helped by enabling us to set up
a central courtyard that not only pulled
the design together, but also provided a
way to separate spaces and put the pool
house in an inconspicuous place.

Our historical, cultural,and stylistic re-
search also pointed us in certain key di-
rections. For example, we kept with a
roughly rectilinear pattern along the car-
dinal points of the compass – very im-
portant in Native American tradition.
The sweat lodge, for instance, needed to
face due east for ceremonial reasons.

The rectilinear grid enabled us to split
the space into smaller,distinct ecosystems
that were unified visually by use of the sa-
cred colors of Native American tradition
– black,white, turquoise,maroon and yel-
low – throughout the landscape.

I was happy at the unifying symbolism,
but I was also a bit apprehensive at first
about how the colors really worked to-
gether. When I mentioned as an aside that
I didn’t think these colors seemed to blend
together very easily, the wife responded,
“Maybe not to you, they don’t.” That re-
sponse, early on, set me on a path to
stretch my usual assumptions about what
constitutes a harmonious color palette.

As things unfolded, I found that the
plants,natural stone and materials of the
surroundings softened the bold dispari-
ty of the colors. For the patios, we chose
a random pattern of adobe brown/milk
chocolate flagstones, and the various
spaces were connected by golden de-
composed-granite pathways. Much of
the landscaping – particularly the ground
covers and structural greenery – was kept
subtle and neutral in tone, thereby creat-
ing a unifying visual baseline and back-
drop for the artwork and sacred colors.
(See the sidebar on page 34 for more on
plant choices.)

Water Dance
As the design process moved forward,

I was still challenged to figure out how to
include a lap pool. Before long, I was

Continued on page 25
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The spillway serves to draw attention across the pool to the artworks beyond
– and, once visitors enter the yard, lends soothing auditory sensations to the
visual experience.

The pathway along the fence and behind the pool has become a “gallery
walk” where some of the homeowners’ most dramatic artworks are
on display.



rounding greenery and artworks, so I chose a soft
beige/mustard blend – an earthy color that looks soft green
when filled with water.

Of all the design details we included in this project, the
pool’s ceramic waterline tile is probably my favorite. A
great deal of time was spent looking at different tiles to
be sure we had the right colors and tones. With so many
to choose from,I was surprised with the difficulty we had
in finding just the right shade of turquoise. In the end,
we ordered a custom color that turned out beautifully
and was well worth the extra time and trouble.

The tile pattern isn’t based on any traditional pattern.
I preferred a contemporary interpretation and came up
with a repeating sequence of square tiles of various sizes
– six by six, four by four and three by three – that occu-
pied lots of my time in finding just the right combina-
tion. Francisco Villa of Villa Landscape (Fremont,Calif.)
contributed a valuable final touch to this design as well
as providing expert installation.

We knew it would be important to combine the sacred
colors and use the pool as a central, unifying feature for

saved by the recognition that I had to consider it as a dramatic wa-
terfeature and as another one of the backyard’s works of art.

We placed the pool at the center of the garden, raising it 18 inches
above grade for comfortable seating. We kept it rectangular – func-
tional for lap swimming as well as harmonious within the rectilinear
design space. At 35 by 10 feet, I felt it might be a bit short, but the
clients have volunteered the observation that it works perfectly for
both exercise and recreation.

Jeff Canderle of Canderle Pools (Santa Clara, Calif.) worked close-
ly with Rick Myers (Myers Landscape, Granite Bay, Calif.) and a ma-
sonry team to solve the various construction challenges, including
stabilizing the seven-foot-high turtle sculpture on the raised wall
above the spillway. In the end, we all worked together to create a qual-
ity watershape that stayed true to the project’s artistic sensibilities.

The pool’s interior has a custom plaster mix. I wanted the water
to look very natural while providing soothing reflections of the sur-
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The turtle is perhaps the most prominently positioned of all
the sculptures now on display – something we visualized
from the start of the design process.  

Planting Symbols
Plant selection for this garden of disparate ecologies be-

came a matter of balancing symbolism with practicality.
The utility lines that cut across the yard prohibited the

use of taller conifers, for example, so we used Arbutus
‘Marina’ to represent the Northwestern forests in place of
the larger and hard-to-grow native madrones (A. menziesii).
The cinnamon-colored bark tied in naturally and beautiful-
ly with the hues of the rusted-iron sculptures.  To express
the Hawaiian influence and add some drama near the pool,
we installed two mature Phoenix canariensis palms, with
their wide trunks and broad fronds. 

Indeed, all plants were chosen for place of origin, tex-
ture, use and, in some cases symbolic meaning.  We plant-
ed white sage for use in the sweat lodge, for instance, with
delicate Mexican feather grass along the path.  To honor
the salmon sacred to Pacific Northwest cultures, I used
Justicia brandegeeana (shrimp plant) from Mexico for its
salmon-colored, fish-shaped flowers.  

Huckleberry, Ceonothus, and Podocarpus gracilior es-
paliers were used as textural backdrops on fences stained
a sage green, and an African box was used as a space di-
vider.  On the patio near the pool, we used colorful turquoise,
gold, and red pots planted with banana and other tropical-
ly accented plantings.  Further away from the pool, the pots
hold Nolina recurvata of the deserts, while on the wall above
the pool, Agave attenuata and cascading California Gold
bougainvillea bring together the tropics and the desert.

– C.H.



the space, and the tile turned out to be
the perfect way to get the job done: The
pool is now truly the garden’s focal point
– centrally located,drawing the eye to the
soothing water surface and providing vi-
sual points of departure for the Native
American art seen throughout the yard.

Working in Progress
Once our work was complete, all con-

cerns about the pool being out of step with
the rest of the environment were put firm-
ly to rest.Indeed,what had once been seen
as the most distracting of all possible el-
ements in the design now serves a crucial
role in pulling everything together.

The fact that the pool is raised offers
another benefit: It provides for a some-
what secluded pathway on its far side that
serves as a sort of “gallery walk” from
which one can view the sculptures amid
sounds of moving water, rustling grasses
and swaying palm fronds.

But these are clients who will keep
evolving and growing,so while we’re hap-
py with what we’ve accomplished, we’ve
come to see this project as an open-end-
ed, developing work of art. In fact, the
clients kept right on buying art as we
worked,and I know they will continue to
bring in more pieces, making changes to
the space and adding their creativity for
years to come. (At this writing, in fact,
we’re in the process of adding a kiva fire-
place and barbecue).

As a designer, I know I may never
again run across clients with so devel-
oped a set of sensibilities and culture
that harmonize so well with my own.
The bottom line is that I received much
inspiration from these clients, whose
creativity and sense of the spiritual so
infuse their everyday lives. Satisfying
clients like these brings exceptional grat-
ification, of course, but I received an
unanticipated bonus when I heard that
the sculptor, Elwood Reynolds, was
moved by seeing the garden and his art
so appropriately displayed.

Certainly a design challenge with any
project is to understand and amplify a
client’s ideas, but when the values be-
hind their ideas resonate so strongly
with your own, the work can take on a
meaning and excitement that can be
truly extraordinary.
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Unlike many of the project’s design elements, the tile pattern isn’t based on any
traditional source, but the sacred colors were used quite deliberately to unify vi-
sual impressions across the entire space.     
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eople who design and build swim-
ming pools with attached spas are
always on the lookout for ways to dif-
ferentiate themselves in the eyes of

the client. The spa, I think, is the perfect
place to start.

But the cold fact is that a great many
watershapers who build spas do so very
conservatively, whether out of habit or
because they fear creating overly complex
systems that will, after all, be imbedded
in a concrete matrix that will make alter-
ations and repairs both expensive and dif-
ficult after the fact.

The caution may be understandable,
but it leaves the watershaper several steps
behind on the hydrotherapy front com-
pared to what’s available in off-the-shelf
portable spas. Nowadays, consumers are
certainly aware of the fact that they can
purchase an entry-level portable spa with
as many as 20 jets, all with great action,at
a reasonable cost.

A typical spa built in conjunction with
a pool will include just four to six jets that,
because of the choices made, often won’t

deliver good “action”and,while they may
look good,will be almost worthless when
it comes to hydrotherapy. Too often, I’ve
seen jets hampered by inadequate water
flow and pressure or improper aspiration.
In these cases, clients are left with weak
spa jets that do not draft air – and per-
haps the wish that they’d turned to the
retail option.

Let’s see what we can do to alter this sit-
uation in favor of the watershaper.

Four Rules for Jet Setters
As with all pool and spa components,

the key to designing spas that will stand
out and satisfy clients for the long haul
has everything to do with understanding
the hydraulics involved in their proper
performance.

What we’re dealing with here is actu-
ally pretty straightforward,and it all boils
down to four keys:

w Choose the right jets.
Choosing the right spa jets is an im-

portant first step – in fact, the first thing

that should be done in designing a spa –
to be followed immediately by deter-
mining the selected jets’ flow and pres-
sure requirements.

Before long,you’ll start seeing common
characteristics among certain jet bodies.
For the most part, off-the-shelf jets with
orifice or nozzle sizes of 1/4 inch will have
flow requirements of seven to eight gal-
lons per minute; those with 5/16-inch ori-
fices will deliver 10 to 12 gpm; those with
3/8-inch orifices will deliver 15 to 18 gpm;
and those with 7/16-inch orifices will de-
liver 22 to 25 gpm. For their part, swim
jets typically will be able to deliver 50 to
150 gpm.

Bottom line: Know your jet flow. Do
not hesitate to contact the jet manufac-
turer to determine the recommended
pressure and flow rate for the jets you
want to use, and remember that the key
here is the idea that the jet orifice dictates
the flow and pressure requirements.

What you want is to align flow rate with
pressure so that a high velocity stream of
water will be discharged from the orifice

Whether a spa is concrete or portable,
custom or mass produced, sound
hydraulics and good plumbing are
needed if the spa’s jets are to give
clients the hydrotherapeutic action
they crave.  The manufacturers of
portable spas do this work for their
dealers, observes hydraulics expert
Steve Gutai, putting watershapers who
work in concrete at a disadvantage
that must be addressed if concrete spas
are to compare favorably with a client’s
portable options. 

Jet
Setting

By Steve Gutai

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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or nozzle at a rate sufficient to create a
vacuum and pull air into the jet body’s
venturi chamber,where the stream of wa-
ter and the air are mixed to create a frothy,
aerated effect with the water as it returns
to the spa (Figure 1). This is what con-
sumers expect to see and feel when spa
plumbing is designed properly.

Remember as well that not all spa jets
are created equal!  Different jets require
different flows, and you need to consult
the manufacturer or product literature to
determine recommended flow rates and
work backwards from there through the
manifold to the equipment pad.

w Set configurations and elevations.
As a second step, lay out the jets before

you begin the plumbing. This may seem
an overly basic recommendation, but it’s
surprising how often the plumbing will
go in ahead of jet placements.

Be as accurate as you can, using a tape
measure to place jets where you want
them to go in the walls and seats (Figure
2). And the same goes for stacked, side
by side, staggered, quad and triad jets:
Whatever the configuration, let the jets
lead the way for the plumbing, not vice
versa.

Jets can also be plumbed in the foot well
or on the floor, an option that delights
many foot-weary clients (Figure 3). When
designing configurations on multiple lev-
els, it’s advisable to establish separate man-
ifolds for each level – or a common man-
ifold two-thirds of the distance below the
waterline.

w Deliver water to the jets.
The third step is part of the process of

configuring the manifolds and involves
counting the number of jets and multi-
plying that number by the required flow
per jet. This is your rough flow target.

If, for example, you have six jets that
each need a flow of 15 gpm, you’ll want
a flow to the manifold of 90 gpm. Keep
that number in mind as you design the
overall system: Delivering the proper
amount of flow to the jet manifold at the
right pressure is critical.

Balancing flow and pressure is also im-
portant. As was covered in detail in one
of my previous articles (“Water Under
Pressure,”April 2003, page 48), you need
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Figure 1:  When
flow rate and pres-

sure are aligned, the
water stream

through the nozzle
constriction gener-
ates a vacuum that

draws in air and 
creates a frothy flow

into the spa.

Figure 2:  Setting up concrete spas for proper performance calls for a good bit of
precision in laying out water and air lines and placing the jets in just the right
positions in the steel cage.

Figure 3:  A client’s
familiarity with the
sort of therapeutic
action found in
most portable spas
gives them high
expectation for the
level of jet action
they’ll find in your
concrete spas.
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This process can be forced by using an
air blower – quite commonly used and
widely available. Each comes with a per-
formance chart that will help you size the
blower properly to the jet manifold or to
the floor bubblers.

Measured Steps
As with so many other things having to

do with good, basic pool and spa design
and installation,a watershaper’s work with
spa jets must be grounded in good, basic
hydraulic principles. If you understand
what’s going on with the jets and the
plumbing that backs them up, it’s much
easier to introduce measures of complex-
ity to your work – a complexity that can
bring bigger smiles to your clients’ faces.

My advice is to pace yourself and pick
up some experience on your way to greater
complexity. In other words, instead of
jumping from four or six jets to 16 or 20,
try stepping up to eight- or ten-jet systems
as an intermediate step. Try using mul-
tiple pumps as well – one to power wall or
seat jets, the other to drive jets on the floor
or in the foot well.

If you master the four steps outlined
here, you’ll find that designing spas for
hydrotherapy on a more complex level
will become attainable – and ultimately
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to use combinations of downsized loops
and manifolds to achieve an efficient and
balanced system and remember to keep
your line velocity low and consistent
throughout the jet manifold (Figure 4).

In selecting a pump to drive the sys-
tem,avoid the tendency to think that big-
ger is better. Nothing could be further
from the truth, as an oversized pump
running a set of spa jets will invite a range
of problems from noise and wasted en-
ergy to a shortened pump service life and
improper jet action.

w Get air to the jets.
The last step on the path to spa-jet suc-

cess has to do with setting up a Hartford
loop. To do so, extend the plumbing of
the air-feed port or the venturi tube of a
spa jet to a point above the waterline,
thereby creating an air gap (Figure 5).

When the spa jet runs,the weight of the
falling water column helps evacuate water
from the pipe. When all the water is gone,
the jet draws air, resulting in the sucking
noise commonly heard while spas run.

Figure 4:
Balancing the flow
and pressure in jet
systems for con-
crete spas usually
calls for combina-
tions of downsiz-
ing loops and
manifolds, such as
the configuration
sketched here.

Figure 5: 
Setting up a
Hartford loop –
that is, 
extending a 
section of the 
air-system’s
plumbing above
the waterline – 
is a simple way
to ensure opti-
mal jet-system
performance. 
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ClearwaterClearwater
CredenceCredence

The watershapes on this corporate campus serve as monumental employee amenities
– fountains, streams, ponds and a lagoon that provide workers with views both intimate
and expansive and with great places to relax, think or hold meetings. Keeping these
multi-purpose systems in top-notch condition is the mission of lake expert George Forni,
who discusses here what it takes to meet the client’s demand for high-profile, highly
specialized care. 

By George Forni

40
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compared to other spectacular facilities es-
tablished by Silicon Valley’s high-flying software indus-
try, Oracle’s corporate campus is truly impressive.

The mirrored-glass architecture and warm, meticu-
lously maintained grounds are only the start of the sto-
ry. As you dig deeper, you find a range of employee-ori-
ented amenities both inside and outside the buildings
that make it tough to do anything but admire the au-
dacity involved in creating such a workplace – and envy
the people who work there.

The management at Oracle makes no bones about it:
All of the opulence is designed to attract and retain em-
ployees capable of developing cutting-edge software sys-
tems. That’s why you’ll see designer furniture in the of-
fices, international cuisine in the restaurants and beautiful
artwork throughout the compound. It’s an amazing place,
and one that has been scrupulously maintained since con-
struction was completed in the early 1990s.

The watershapes reflect the management’s lofty sensi-
bility and are an integral part of an overall scheme of plazas,
rolling lawns, pathways and places to relax, meet or so-
cialize with fellow workers. Our role since 1998 has been
to maintain the five architectural waterfeatures and the
11-acre, brackish-water lagoon and geyser that front the
facility. In a change of pace, this isn’t a story of how the
watershapes were built; rather, it’s about what is involved
in keeping these grand-scale systems working.

Through the Glass
From the beginning, the staff at Oracle let us know that

maintaining absolutely pristine water quality was our top
priority,and they’ve invested significantly and consistently
in the work needed to continue to upgrade and maintain
the facility with that goal in mind.

Every year, we submit detailed proposals for anticipat-
ed work, including almost-daily service,major repairs and
equipment replacement, and a management plan for the
lagoon. The work that follows those discussions and ne-
gotiations is a huge undertaking that requires almost con-
stant vigilance as well as a keen understanding of water-
quality issues and what’s required to manage large
watershape systems.

The campus was built in phases from the late 1980s
to the early ’90s. It consists of six main buildings, and as
each rose into the skyline, watershapes were installed to
grace the grounds below. Today, there are three unusu-
ally large stream/ fountain systems strategically located
between the buildings, with two smaller fountains locat-
ed near the main entrances of two of the buildings.

The first of the three large watershapes installed in the
earliest days of the complex has a somewhat “dated” ap-
pearance and was driven by similarly dated equipment.
It begins in a series of small pools surrounded by rocks

and decking that feed a stream that flows over a series of
poured-in-place concrete steps with a dark-green tint.

The two newer watershapes are made of limestone block,
both with highly sculptural appearances and perhaps the
most striking and complex of all the exterior features on
the campus. On the larger of the two, the flow initiates
in a large reflecting pool edged by sloping grass. Boulders
sit around the edge, with several benches under trees –
to my mind, the most restful area on the campus.

The pool feeds a stream that flows under a pedestrian
bridge and then over a series of limestone weirs into a low-
er reflecting pool. It’s an interesting mix: a free-form body
of water at the upper level, quite natural in appearance,
with transitions to sculpted structures below.

There’s a second, somewhat smaller feature of similar
design. Built at the same time as the large feature, it lacks
the pond and stream and instead has water issuing from
a split boulder in the center of a reflecting pool. In this
case, colorful cobblestones are visible through the crys-
tal-clear water.

There are also two small fountains made of concrete
poured into a block-style form of structure. The concrete
has a rough finish and a rugged appearance that contrasts
with the crisp architecture all around them. The water
wells up from the center of the block structures and pours
over the sides to be collected in small reservoirs covered
in smooth river cobble.

Service on High
Our assignment is to keep all of these systems operating

and up to date; the fountains clean of debris; and,most im-
portant of all, the water as clear and inviting as possible.

And the water is definitely inviting. In fact, there’s a
great deal of human interaction with the fountains, in-
cluding the occasional child or grown-up who walks right
up to touch the water, and we’re mindful of the fact that
the facilities are used all day, every day of the week,which
means the waterfeatures are running the vast majority of
the time.

It’s no mistake that all of the watershapes are located
near restaurants and in plain view of staff and anyone
else who happens to be on campus. From the start, we
knew that top-notch water quality was not just a mat-
ter of aesthetics, but also conveyed messages about health
and safety as well.

The easiest systems to maintain are the block fountains,
which feature simple re-circulating systems driven by sin-
gle pumps. The only real work here is removing the leaves
that tend to collect in the reservoirs: There are no filters
to clean, so the regimen is a thorough twice-yearly drain-
ing and cleaning – with a near-daily picking up after the
trees. In addition to these basic maintenance services,we
will reset operational times and periodically inspect the

Even



mechanical systems to make sure the
pumps are functioning properly.

The architectural fountains are more
complex, and one of the first things we
did was replace the original equipment.
The dated pump’s strainer baskets were
far too small for the application and the
filters were less efficient than we wanted,
so we replaced them with WhisperFlo
pumps and Triton sand filters from
Pentair Pool Products (Sanford,N.C.). It
helped that we were familiar with the new
equipment’s reliability and serviceabili-
ty, but it also was important that the new
pumps’ strainer baskets have much
greater capacity and therefore require less-
frequent attention during the fall season.

The volume of debris is indeed an in-
creasing challenge: As the landscape has
grown, more and more leaves accumu-
late in the watershapes to the point where
enlarging skimming capacities and up-
sizing pump strainers has been a real pri-
ority. Just staying a step ahead of these
deciduous beauties – mostly poplars and
dogwoods – is a full-time job.

As they’ve matured, the trees put on
shows in the spring and fall that have be-
come truly spectacular,but they also make
a real mess. So while altering and up-
grading systems has been a necessity,we’ve
also had to increase the hours spent clean-
ing and treating the water.

Clean Chemistry
With the exception of the lagoon,all of

the campus’watershapes rely entirely on
sand filters (rather than bio-filtration) to
polish the water. The larger fountains and
reflecting pools and streams are all chlo-
rinated using a granular trichlor added
by hand during service events.

Given the scale of the watershapes, we
go to great lengths to monitor chlorine
levels and keep the residual at a low level
– not more than one or two parts per mil-
lion – as a way to stave off any chlorine
odors. We use trichlor because it dissolves
quickly and is 90% available chlorine.
Trichlor also has a longer-lasting residual,
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Crystalline water clarity is our goal with every
one of the watershapes on the Oracle cam-
pus – a prospect made challenging by the pres-
ence of lots of deciduous trees.
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GENESIS 3 
LEVEL I DESIGN SCHOOL

October 27-31, 2004
Morro Bay, California

The Level I Design School is all about high-quality,
forward-thinking education: the best available
instructors,innovative approaches,challenging yet
rewarding topic coverage – all with an aim of ex-
panding every participant’s professional horizons.

CURRICULUM HIGHLIGHTS
•  A limited number of participants are enrolled to ensure the
highest level of instruction

•  All classes are taught by top industry professionals

•  Special focus is placed on drawing and presentation techniques,
design,engineering,hydraulics,construction,vanishing-edge de-
tails,the history of pool and fountain design – plus much more!

• The school includes a lifestyle program with a focus on food
and wine education, including wine tastings featuring some of
the top winemakers of the Central Coast and special dinners
with some of the area’s best chefs

•  Tuition covers classroom time,supplies, first-class accommo-
dations and food  (airfare not included)

•  Participants are encouraged to bring a guest or spouse to en-
joy quality time in one of California’s most spectacular settings
(please call for more information and prices)

Hundreds of professionals have been through the Level I School
since 1998. If you want to find out just how good you can be,
contact us soon: Class size is limited, seats are available on a
first-come, first-served basis, and our fall schools typically fill
up months in advance! 
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and well-balanced systems tend not to gas
off as rapidly. This helps us maintain
proper chlorine levels over a longer peri-
od, saving time and money and reducing
the possibility of over-chlorination.

We also watch pH closely to ensure that
we aren’t damaging concrete or stone sur-
faces with corrosive water. Our target is
the narrow range from pH 7.4 to 7.8 – just
on the basic side of neutral. This pro-
motes a bit of scale formation, but that’s
something we can deal with easily when
we maintain, drain, clean and refill the
systems. (This is far simpler than dealing
with the etching or pitting of grout and
concrete structures that would occur in
acidic water.) 

As with any clear-water or swimming-
pool-type system, filtration, cleaning
and water chemistry require constant
vigilance. With a high-use site such as
this one, and especially given Oracle’s
demand for impeccable water quality,
it’s critical to do the work based on what
the systems need day by day instead of
just following a maintenance schedule.
Truth is, we adjust our routines all the
time. We also try to anticipate problems,
particularly pump failure, and have es-
tablished procedures with the client that
let the work move forward quickly when
equipment needs replacing. This min-
imizes downtime – a critical issue for fa-
cility managers.

We do, however, have schedules for
draining each of the features (with the ex-
ception again of the lagoon) twice each
year to let us effect repairs, clean the fil-
ters and clear away accumulated debris.
As a valuable side benefit, regular drain-
ing enables us to rid the systems of any
water quality problems that might be
starting to develop as a result of nutri-
ent loading or other storm-related events.

That last point is important, because
the semi-annual draining and refilling lets
us reduce use of chemicals frowned upon
by the regulators who enforce rules gov-

The use of mechanical systems of aerators and
pumps keep the water moving and prevent
many clarity-related problems, but the fact is that
these watershapes require near-daily care by ser-
vice staff.
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erning discharge into storm drains. It also
lets us remove whatever tree-related gunk
has accumulated on the cobbled bottoms
of the features – a key step in our program
of keeping the view through the pristine
water as pleasing as possible.

As mentioned above, we’ve also spent
time on reconfiguring plumbing systems
to increase skimming action in the ponds.
In the case of the oldest fountain/stream
system, this meant removing a good deal
of decking and replacing the liner, which
had begun to leak. We also chased down
a number of problems having to do with
cracks in concrete and leaking sections of
plumbing.

Bayfront Property
For all the prominence and aesthetic

importance of the watershapes directly
adjacent to the buildings of the Oracle
complex, there’s no doubt that the lagoon,
mentioned in passing several times so far,
is the most noteworthy of all the features
on the campus.

It’s what people see as they arrive on
the site, and the fact that it offers shim-
mering reflections of the company’s of-
fice towers is particularly impressive and
eye-catching. Covering about 11 acres,
the lagoon is approximately six feet deep
throughout and is fed by sloughs that run
from the south end of the San Francisco
Bay, making the lagoon both brackish
and, to a degree, tidal.

The lagoon is maintained with no
chemicals or filtration of any kind.
Instead, we use the tides and rely on a
carefully controlled exchange of fresh bay
water with brackish lagoon water to en-
sure a clear feature that is free of intrusive
plant growth, algae or stagnancy.

The lagoon pre-dates the Oracle cam-
pus and was part of the Marine World com-
plex, one of the first marine parks.
Although this system is a far cry in terms
of functionality and controllability from
the watershapes of the interior areas of the

The aim of all of our work in maintaining systems
and working with the water is to create an envi-
ronment as relaxing and soothing as possible for
the company’s employees – a task made easier by
management’s commitment to our mission.
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The most prominent of all the watershapes on the Oracle campus is the lagoon, a tidal basin
fed by the waters of San Francisco Bay.  No chemicals or filters are used:  It’s our responsibili-
ty to manage the flows in and out to ensure pristine water at all times with no invasive plant
growth, algae blooms or stagnancy. 
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campus,Oracle’s management let us know
in no uncertain terms that water quality
was just as important in the lagoon as it was
everywhere else – and perhaps more so.

The water’s flow in and out of the la-
goon is controlled by two large vaults and
a massive pump. The vaults are there to
regulate water level and avoid extreme
tidal fluctuations in the lagoon. (Left on
its own, the water level would swing by as
much as five or six feet within a given 12-
hour period. With the vaults, we’re able
to keep the water level stabilized within a
six-to-eight-inch range.) 

One vault is dedicated to outflow and
allows water to escape during low tides.
The second controls the inflow and lets
water enter the lagoon during high tides
at a regulated pace through an adjustable
sluice gate. The discharge-pump system
forces water out via an 18-inch line that
connects the lake to a bay slough and
serves for both stormwater control and
water exchange.

The water exchange is enhanced by the
large pump, which operates between 10
and 12 hours each day. We use a math-
ematic algorithm that takes into account
the water coming in and out via the tides
as well as the additional water we need to
remove via the pump in order to main-
tain water quality and/or reduce any risk
of flooding.

Seasonal Variations
The time settings on the lagoon’s vari-

ous pumps and gates vary according to
season and attendant shift in tidal levels.
These are big numbers in all cases, and
we put them to work in meeting our
rough goal of replacing from 40% to 50%
of the lagoon’s water each day.

To get the job done, a 40-horsepower
pump on an 18-inch discharge line moves
6,000 gallons per minute via a submerged
suction assembly. The vaults are quite
large: The outflow vault is 20 feet long,
12 feet wide and 12 feet deep, while the
influent vault is about half that size.
They’re difficult to access because they’re
covered with immense grates – removal
of which is a big job all by itself that calls
for a truck-mounted crane. All mainte-
nance and cleaning operations are per-
formed in chest waders. For the most

part, repairs are done by scuba divers.
These are big systems that have worked

beautifully for many years now, but we
constantly monitor their operating con-
dition and change the settings on the
valves and sluice gates according to tidal
charts. It all requires a good deal of mon-
itoring and a lot of calculating to keep in-
flows, outflows and water exchanges at
acceptable rates, and the results are clear:
The water is completely free of the intru-
sive plant life that tends to invade similar
bodies of brackish water nearby.

One of the keys to maintaining the la-
goon’s water quality is the aeration pro-
vided by the five-story geyser located at
its center. The original feature,which was
the most difficult of all to maintain, con-
sisted of a 50-hp pump located in a sub-
merged vault that fed a perforated eight-
inch nozzle mounted on a standpipe in
the lake’s center. This system was trou-
bled by a number of problems, the most
significant having to do with water in-
trusion – not a good thing with equip-
ment running on 480-volt power service.
In addition,the impellers degraded rapid-
ly and were very expensive to replace.

Happily, we’ve replaced that system
with a self-contained, floating-fountain
system made by Aqua Control, Inc.(Peru,
Ill.). The support staff there helped us de-
sign a system that will provide the exact
same appearance on the water as the orig-
inal geyser, but one that frees us of the
need to work with high voltages in a leaky
sub-grade vault. The new unit also has
lighting to accent the feature at night.

As emphasized at several key points,
maintaining watershapes such as these
can never be strictly a matter of routine.
Not only is it about making seasonal ad-
justments or, in the case of the lagoon,
tidal calculations and doing what it takes
to meet a client’s needs,but it’s also about
not settling for the status quo and striv-
ing constantly to find effective ways of im-
proving water quality.

It takes a lot of dedication to do things
in this way. But given a client like Oracle
and its manifest dedication to creating a
setting in which staff is constantly inspired
and soothed by the presence of water on
a grand scale, is there any possibility of de-
livering anything less than true excellence? 
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Creatinggranite waterfeatures is not unlike the delicacy of deep-water
yacht racing: Racing big boats across the open sea requires intuitive sense in har-
nessing the raw powers of nature, much as do the creative insights needed to take
raw monoliths from quarry walls and produce elegant expressions that reflect our
primal essence.

Both endeavors must gracefully balance the unbridled forces of nature. In yacht
racing, wind and waves must be brought into harmony with a yacht’s unique rig-
ging and sails by its skipper and crew. With granite waterfeatures, an innate sense
of harmonic balance must be struck between granite and/or water, the landscape
and the human observer’s ability to appreciate solemnity.

In my case, these harmonies have consistently been found in asymmetry.
Indeed, I’ve come to feel confident with the premise that people are, know-
ingly or not, drawn to the asymmetrical balances they see in nature. I also see
both art and architecture as skillful reflections and expressions of what we have
observed in nature from time immemorial.

To that end, I try to create works that draw their form and spirit from the intu-
itive balance of asymmetry. Whether sculpting a landscape,setting stones in a rock
garden or cutting granite, I constantly call up the dictum – somewhat tongue-in-
cheek – that all architecture should be sculpture and all sculpture should be archi-
tecture: What I do involves freely transposing forms and ideas from one medium
to the other.

Far From Kyoto

My first encounters with the use of stone in asymmetrical designs flowed from
Japanese gardening traditions.

I began setting granite in landscapes in 1967 in Fresno,Calif.,after having worked
in Carmel Valley,Calif.,with Brad Bowman,who invented the patterned-concrete
process. He had developed a Japanese garden for his home, and I was astound-
ed to see rocks set in a garden with such artistry and apparent aesthetic meaning.

I was a concrete contractor at the time, working in ornamental and deco-
rative forms in landscapes, and my eyes were forever opened that day to the

Through 35 years of creating
watershapes ranging from
small fountains to large 
waterfalls and streams, 
landscape artist Frederick L.
Gregory always sought to
harmonize the primordial
splendors of nature with 
current times and settings.
Today, he sculpts granite 
and creates his harmonies
by deftly merging the 
asymmetry of the Japanese
garden with the sensual  
abstractions of tropical
Brazilian landscapes in 
compositions that often 
involve the mesmerizing
qualities of water. 

By Frederick L. Gregory
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aesthetic potentialities of concrete and
hardscape materials.

Not long after my epiphany in
Bowman’s garden, I was asked by a
homebuilder in Fresno to create hard-
scapes in which I included rocks in var-
ious small garden settings. I installed
a number of rocks in one small garden,
about 15 pieces, none very large, and
was pleased with the way it looked and
how it mimicked natural, random pat-
terning. Later, when a landscaper from
the local nursery came to see what I’d
done, he expressed surprise and de-
light: He’d studied Japanese garden-
ing extensively and told me that I had
created classic Japanese rock settings
despite the fact I had no real idea what
I was doing.

He fired my curiosity, showing me
several gardens he had done and sug-
gesting several books on the subject.
From the outset, what I perceived and
instinctively pursued were the possi-
bilities encompassed by the asym-
metrical balances found in these
Japanese gardens.

At that point, I began focusing on
stone,particularly granite,and set about
using it in asymmetrical balance to in-
vent harmonic visual compositions. I
also began devouring books on Japanese
gardens and gardening and, finally, trav-
eled to Japan to tour the amazing gar-
dens of Kyoto.

Visiting Japan and touring the cen-
turies-old gardens, I was struck by the
manicured greenery, the ingenious use
of space and the artistry of the stone set-
tings. While it was clear to me even then
that I would never master the pure art
of Japanese gardening on this exalted
level, I knew there were principles of this
spectacular design tradition I could use
to fuel my work back home.

Trading Influences

The first major project I had that en-
abled me to use my initial exposure and
experience with the asymmetrical pre-
cepts of the Japanese garden was at
Fresno’s Duncan Water Gardens, which
included more than 600 tons of stone
set on a three-quarter-acre site. I signed
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Valued Influences:My development as a landscape artist was shaped
indelibly by the experiences I had in working with master Japanese gardeners at the
Duncan Water Gardens (A), where I learned (among many other things) about artis-
tic arrangement of 20-to-25-ton stones (B), and in my association with Roberto Burle
Marx, who opened my eyes to the use of granite as an expressive material and in-
stalled one of my first compositions (seen at left in photo C) on his property in Brazil. 

a

c
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onto the project in 1973 and had the
privilege of working with two master
Japanese gardeners, Matsuco Shibata,
a fourth-generation rocksetter from
Japan, and the great landscape archi-
tect Kodo Matsubara.

Working under a blistering summer
sun, the two men demonstrated re-
markable energy and focus on the gru-
eling work and taught me to see the gar-
den as a whole, organized around
asymmetry. To this day, Duncan Water
Gardens remains a beautiful place to vis-
it and a significant point of pride for me
when I consider these great masters and
the valuable lessons they conveyed.

I subsequently found that these prin-
ciples of artistic asymmetry, so rooted
in Japanese traditions, were being
transposed to other forms of artistic
expression by great modern artists such
as the sculptor Isamu Noguchi and
others. Perhaps the most dramatic ex-
ample of this transposition I’ve ever
found is in the work of Roberto Burle
Marx, an artist as far removed geo-
graphically and spiritually from Japan
as possible.

In the early 1970s, I traveled to
Brazil, where I was to live and work de-
signing and installing my granite-based
gardens – Rio de Janeiro being one of
the principal granite centers of the
world. I stayed for more than a decade
and came to know this distant relative
of Karl Marx – a landscape designer
and artist who was a true revolution-
ary in his own right. I settled in about
a half mile from his home and, al-
though I was fully aware of Marx and
his work, had never met him.

I had some skills as a journalist and
put out feelers about doing an article on
this great and dynamic master of gar-
den design and soon received an as-
signment from an international land-
scape architecture magazine. Marx and
I came to know each other fairly quick-
ly through the process, and I proceeded
to work with him and learn more about
what he and his revolutionary vision of
the tropical landscape actually entailed.

I was lucky to spend a great deal of
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Lessons Applied: I’ve always seen my work in stone as an extension of my experience as a landscape designer.  In these
cases, I’ve incorporated water at the foundation of the sculptures not so much to make philosophical statements about the relation-
ships of stone to water as to reflect stone’s presence in natural landscapes and add simple visual interest and complexity to overall
compositions.



time with him and to see how he ap-
plied principles of 20th-century ab-
stract art to his garden designs, which
he very often accentuated with prodi-
gious quantities of exotic native foliage
available in Brazil as well as myriad
pieces of granite, some hand-carved up
to three centuries previously. He
showed me fantastic spaces, particu-
larly his own garden on a sprawling es-
tate in Guaratiba, on Rio’s southern
outskirts. It was there that I saw the di-
verse uses to which he put granite – in
beautiful, sculpturesque landscape set-
tings, as elegant wall decorations and
as groupings of set stones. His use of
space, his layering of views, his palettes
of colors, textures and plant materials
– they and Roberto himself indelibly
captured my imagination.

As I thought back to the gardens in
Kyoto, with their magnificent back-
drops of trimmed azaleas, it occurred
to me that Marx’s work was not all that
distant from Japanese gardening, even
though he was using broad-leafed
tropical plants and granite configu-
rations that were vastly different from
anything the Kyoto gardeners could
have considered.

For lack of a better term,Marx’s work
has often been described as “abstract
tropical gardening,”which as a rule bears
very little stylistic similarity to Japanese
gardening. Nonetheless, I was struck by
how roundly his work encompassed the
same familiar principles of balance and
asymmetry.

Sculpture and Water

With my background in hardscape
and stone and, more important, with
the powerful inspiration of my Japanese
masters as well as Noguchi and Marx,
it dawned on me that working with
stone sculpture was a natural extension
of the landscape design work I had
done. It was at this point that I began
trying to incorporate the concept of
three-directional asymmetry into sin-
gle sculptural pieces.

I started out with vertical pieces – ba-
sically tall rectangles stacked one-on-
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Integrated Spaces:

In each of these cases, water flows from the top to wet the entire surface of the sculpture,
creating dances of light and motion on surfaces that, in the usual course of things, are seen
as static.  While it’s easy to apply metaphors to the results, the fact is that observing the flow
is relaxing and intriguing to observers in familiar and comforting ways. 
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top-of-the-other – putting saw cuts be-
tween each piece to create shadow lines.
Using this basic approach, I’ve been able
to craft what I view as Japanese gardens
condensed into single sculptures. By ap-
proaching forms in this way,I’ve been able
to create pieces of sculpture that,on their
own, provide the sort of asymmetrical
balance and soothing harmony of a gar-
den, and they work visually as either
stand-alone pieces or within the context
of well-designed spaces. (Interestingly,
I’ve found that the vertical pieces I’ve done
really “read”in only two dimensions while
existing harmoniously in three-dimen-
sional spaces.)

The use of water in my pieces is not
something I ever thought about in any
direct, formal, philosophical way. I sim-
ply started working with water as part
of the whole landscape mix, not unlike
a writer who’s interested in both poet-
ry and prose. I have found, however, that
the pieces I’ve done that include water
have received considerable acclaim
among both viewers and clients, pri-
marily because of the wonderful visu-
als inherent in the interplay between
rock and water – particularly with black
granite, where the wetted surface be-
comes a mirror.

As is the tendency of people who
spend time thinking about what they do,
I’ve come to see the use of moving wa-
ter in my sculptures as being emblem-
atic of the origins of life on the planet
and of man’s existence as part of the
planet. This makes observing these
sculptures both relaxing and intrigu-
ing as well as familiar and comfortable
to those who see them.

This familiarity puts all of us water-
shapers in a good place: People are drawn
to what we do, even if they can’t express
the reasons why. We grew up with water
as a species; it is inherent in our compo-
sition; it is how we originated.This is why
water is so important to all human be-
ings, no matter the culture or principles
of design.

Combinations of water and stone draw
us to our natural state – not unlike a day
spent sailing before a following sea.
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Light Play: I began working with water as a landscape artist
and transposed that interest to my work with granite sculptures. The
sense of fluidity set against a backdrop of such profoundly stationary
objects has proved particularly intirguing to observers and clients alike.
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East and West

While I was on a short Japanese-garden-designer
sabbatical many years ago, I became fascinated by the
way that their work unfolds with a reverence for the
forms and shapes of the stones and the organization of
space. 

Coming from a Western culture, I knew that I would
never reach the level of intuitive, cultural understand-
ing they had for their work, nor have I ever tried to be-
come completely conversant in their gardening tech-
niques.  Still, the basic ideas they have about how
balance is achieved transcend design style and can be
applied across a wide range of settings and situations,
be they landscape designs or sculptural designs.  (As I
indicated at the outset of the accompanying article, they
really are one and the same things to me.)

Within the Japanese garden and its basic asymmet-
rical triangles, objects are arranged in a way that is pro-
foundly comforting to the viewer – even without pro-
viding a defined center.  (If you show someone a line
and ask them to put one point on that line at which they
feel comfortable, in most cases they’ll put a point some-
where between two-thirds and three-quarters of the way
down the line in one direction or the other – an asym-
metrical distance.) 

I found that once you get the logic of asymmetry
and lodge that sensibility in your mind, everything in a
design will flow from it.  Few people really know or can
express exactly why they like Japanese gardens and
the sculptures that have evolved from them, but you
can bank on the fact that artful asymmetry has some-
thing to do with the appeal.  This is very different from
Western culture, which, to stay with the triangle anal-
ogy, is based more on the isosceles triangle and spa-
tial arrangements that have much to do with pure ven-
tral symmetry and order.

In the Western design tradition, there is a perfect pin-
nacle, an apex of design, that ties into all sorts of cul-
tural notions about our relationship with nature and so
on. In Japanese design, by contrast, the apex is never
pinpointed.  Balance – harmonic balance – is achieved
by the contrasting deployment of short and heavy vs.
long and light.  The accumulated weight/volume of one
side is equaled by the accumulated weight/volume on
the other.

As in Western culture, the Japanese design approach
is indicative of the larger cultural ideas found in religious
iconography and the view of our relationship with na-
ture. There is no right or wrong here, just a matter of
recognizing guiding principles and putting them to work
in garden, watershape and sculptural design.

– F.L.G.
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Shoplick on watershapes as teaching tools; Gutai
on water flow; Schwartz on Maya rockwork.
r  May 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 5)
Zaretsky on sensory gardens; Freemanon hydraulic
retrofitting; Hanson on water/stone sculpture.
r  June 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 6)
Gunn on fountain whimsy; Tisherman on water-
shaping for an art collector; Holden on tile.
r  July 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 7)
Fintel on attracting birds; Lacher on structural en-
gineering; Alperstein on golf course design.
r  August 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 8)
Miller on site-specific fountains; Gutai on plumb-
ing joints; Holden on period-sensitive restoration.
r  September 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 9)
Hebdon on borrowing naturalism; Ruddy on in-
door designs; So on modernist sculpture.
r  October 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 10)
Mitovich on dry-deck fountains; Roth on liner is-
sues; Marckx & Fleming on glass tile.
r  November 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 11)
Holden on carved stone; Shaw on roles of con-
sultants; Forni on period-sensitive renovation.
r  December 2003 (Vol. 5, No. 12)
Five-year article and topic indexes; five-year index
for all columns, 1999-2003.
r  January 2004 (Vol. 6, No. 1)
Ruddyon enclosures; Lacheron steel and concrete;
Forni on water quality for natural watershapes.
r  February 2004 (Vol. 6, No. 2)
Varick on nature and architecture; Benedetti on

Name ____________________________________________  Tel:  _________________________

Company Name ___________________________________________________________________

Address ________________________________________________________________________

City  ______________________________________  State  _______  ZIP  _____________________

Mail your completed form to WaterShapes, P.O. Box 306, Woodland Hills, CA 91365 – or fax it to (818) 715-9059 
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OF INTERESTOF INTEREST The following information has been provided to WaterShapes by product suppliers. To find out
how to contact these companies, look for the Product Information Card located on page 58.

CANTAR offers Secur-A-Matic, an automat-
ic safety cover system for swimming pools.
Available in three basic configurations – re-
cessed under track, recessed top track and
deck-mounted top track – the line offers tam-
per-proof security with the turn of a key,

strong construction, a clutch system that prevents damage to the cov-
er and unit during operation, heavy-duty mounting brackets and UV-
resistant fabrics.  Cantar, Youngstown, OH. 

Circle 135 on Reader Service Card

POOL SAFETY COVERS

JANDY has introduced a 2-inch side-mount multi-port
valve that has been pre-plumbed for 45-degree piping
to complement earlier models available with 90-de-
gree piping outlets.  The six-position, multi-port back-
wash valves are constructed of molded ABS material,
have a durable lever-action handle and come with
unions for waste, pump and return ports as well as fil-
ter-bulkhead unions.  Jandy, Petaluma, CA.

MULTI-PORT BACKWASH VALVE

Circle 136 on Reader Service Card

Circle 138 on Reader Service Card

NATIONAL POOL TILE GROUP offers
designs and guidance for creating bar-
becue islands faced with porcelain tile,
stucco or natural or artificial stone or
brick.  The islands are made using

modular units for complete flexibility, working from a main grill com-
ponent with stainless steel, professional-grade fixtures to a variety
of extensions to fit any space and lifestyle.  National Pool Tile Group,
Anaheim, CA. 

CUSTOM BARBECUE ISLANDS

Circle 137 on Reader Service Card

MULTIQUIP has introduced the Mayco
LS Series of concrete pumps.  With out-
put volumes of 40 to 60 cubic yards per
hour, the three pump models handle
aggregates from 3/8 inch to 1-1/2 inch-
es in diameter and have vertical pumping capabilities up to 300 feet
and up to 1,200 feet horizontally.  All come standard with a hopper
remixer, a 10-cubic-foot hopper capacity and extra-strength grates.
Multiquip, Carson, CA.

CONCRETE PUMP

Circle  45 on Postage Free Card
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Circle 142 on Reader Service Card

SPACE CANNON offers the Metamorphosis Eureka, a high-
luminosity lighting fixture that renders the full range of col-
ors in an array of indoor and outdoor lighting applications for
parks, pathways, public fountains and more.  Reliable and
precise, the product’s 31 emitters have service lives of 100,000
hours under normal operating conditions and offer instant
light with full dimming capabilities.  Space Cannon, Edmonton,
Alberta, Canada. 

LED LIGHTING

EMERSON MOTOR TECHNOLOGIES has
launched a new line of residential pump
motors for applications that involve wa-
ter in motion.  Designed to drive jet
pumps, booster pumps and more, the
motors feature easy-access covers, easy

impeller assembly or removal, corrosion-resistant finishes, five-point
mounting, and switches that will never need adjustment.  Emerson
Motor Technologies, St. Louis, MO.  

Circle 139 on Reader Service Card

PUMP MOTORS

DEL OZONE has published “EZ Ozone,” a book-
let on ozone technology written specifically for
pool builders to help them work with con-
sumers who have questions about ozone and
its applications.  The 30-page, four-color text
covers ozone’s history, current applications,
action in the water and benefits, then goes into
detail on its real-world performance, with ap-
proaches to installation and sales. Del Ozone, San Luis Obispo, CA. 

OZONE HANDBOOK

Circle 140 on Reader Service Card

MARION CERAMICS offers a line
of hard-fired clay coping bricks for
use around swimming pools, spas
and other watershapes.  Highly
durable and made for design flex-

ibility, the natural-clay products are available in five common sizes and
feature bullnose edges – including one style with a safety-grip detail.
The complete line is available in seven colors, including Cobblestone
Grey.  Marion Ceramics, Marion, SC.

POOL COPING

Circle 141 on Reader Service Card

?
Need more

Information?

Use the Reader
Service Card

Continued on page 62
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CONCRETE IMPRESSIONS offers tools and products
for use in coloring and texturing concrete surfaces.
The tools help contractors create concrete surfaces
that resemble adoquin, Belgian cobblestone or slate,
for example, using forms based on original materials.
There are also imprinting tools for a variety of pat-
terns, such as fish-scale fans, and a range of colorants,
stains, sealers and more.  Concrete Impressions, San Antonio, TX. 

Circle 144 on Reader Service Card

DIMENSIONAL SURFACING TOOLS

JAKOB manufactures the Inox line of training sys-
tems for climbing garden plants.  Durable, attrac-
tive and built with a few simple components for a
strong architectural look, the wire-rope systems
support plants – suckers, vines and the full range
of climbers – as they grow to become green
façades.  The line includes stainless steel wall
mounts, brackets, spacers, ropes and tension fit-
tings.  Jakob, Delray Beach, FL. 

Circle 146 on Reader Service Card

GREEN-FAÇADE FENCING

PPG INDUSTRIES offers the Accu-Tab
PowerBase AT chlorination system for
commercial swimming pools.  The unit
is made for use with the company’s cal-
cium-hypochlorite tablets and features
NSF-certified flow meters, valves, pumps,

tanks and piping for safe and reliable use.  Measuring only 20 by 29
inches, the chlorinator can handle pools holding up to one million gal-
lons of water.  PPG Industries, Pittsburgh, PA.

CHLORINATION SYSTEM

Circle 145 on Reader Service Card

Circle  104 on Postage Free Card Circle  42 on Postage Free Card

EMECOLE has published a guide to aid in se-
lecting among its line of products for concrete-
crack repairs.  The sheet covers major perfor-
mance features for each material – working time,
time to injection, removability, color and mix ra-
tio – and offers capsule descriptions of appro-
priate residential/commercial applications.  All
products are designed for low-pressure (up to

250 psi) injection repairs.  Emecole, Romeoville, IL.

Circle 143 on Reader Service Card

CRACK REPAIR GUIDE
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Circle  11 on Postage Free Card

PARAGON AQUATICS has introduced the Griff’s
Guard Station line.  Designed to fit ideas advocat-
ed by lifeguarding expert Tom Griffiths, the three
stand models have front entries, elevated viewing
stations, non-skid surfaces and wide front steps
– features that encourage the sit-stand-stroll phi-
losophy Griffiths endorses.  The stainless steel struc-
tures have wheels for easy transport and storage.  Paragon Aquatics,
LaGrangeville, NY.

Circle 148 on Reader Service Card

LIFEGUARD STATIONS

AUTHENTIC PROVENCE has published a catalog on
its line of garden antiques.  The 24-page, black-and-
white booklet covers the hand-crafted creations of
artisans in the Provençal region of France that reflect
the history and symbols of their region.  It highlights
hand-sculpted fountains in marble and limestone,
reliefs, sundials, urns, planters, vases, stone tables,
garden ornaments and more.  Authentic Provence,
West Palm Beach, FL.

Circle 150 on Reader Service Card

GARDEN ANTIQUES

AQUATIC RECREATION CO. makes struc-
tures and ground sprays for interactive
water play.  Designed for easy installation,
minimal maintenance and long-term out-
door use, the play features are made with
structural plastics, fiberglass and stainless

steel that is finished to resist treated water, UV degradation and fad-
ing.  All structures are non-climbable, with no pinch points or sharp
edges.  Aquatic Recreation Co., Minnetonka, MN.

Circle 147 on Reader Service Card

WATERPLAY FEATURES

WESTERN RED CEDAR LUMBER ASSOCIATION has
published a brochure for those interested in using
Western Red Cedar in their outdoor landscaping pro-
jects.  The full-color, 16-page booklet includes prod-
uct photos as well as project ideas for everything from
arbors, trellises and benches to planters, decks and
gazebos.  It also has product details and information

on finishing.  Western Red Cedar Lumber Association, Vancouver, British
Columbia, Canada.

WOOD-DECKING BROCHURE

Circle 149 on Reader Service Card

Continued on page 64

We’ve
Got
Quality
Covered.
Coverstar automatic pool cov-
ers are the highest  standard of
quality in the industry. Check
out our latest interactive CD
with hundreds   of quality pool
designs and a great new prod-
uct video.

CCaallll  NNooww  ffoorr  YYoouurr  FFrreeee CCDD

1-800-617-7283

www.coverstar.com
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NEPTUNE-BENSON offers the STC/DTC
Series of triple-cell sand filters for high-ca-
pacity water filtration.  Each of the three
stacked cells has its own influent and efflu-
ent connections – no standpipe required –
and features 14-by-18-inch manways for
safe, easy access.  Filter areas range from 28.8 to 235.6 square inch-
es, with flow capacities from 144 to 4,712 gallons per minute.
Neptune-Benson, West Warwick, RI.

Circle 152 on Reader Service Card

TRIPLE-CELL SAND FILTERS

ILLBRUCK ARCHITECTURAL PRODUCTS offers
Sonex panels to control the echoes and reverber-
ations that arise during indoor aquatic exercise class-
es, hydrotherapy and recreational swimming.  The
easy-to-install acoustic panels mount flush to ceil-
ing decks using adhesives, screws and washers and
resist both heat and humidity while delivering su-
perb acoustical control.  illbruck Architectural
Products, Minneapolis, MN.    

Circle 154 on Reader Service Card

ECHO-CONTROL PANELS

KICHLER LANDSCAPE LIGHTING has published “Paint
the Night,” a brochure highlighting its line of path, spread,
accent and deck fixtures.  Made of aluminum, copper,
brass and stainless steel, the fixtures are weather-safe
and designed for outstanding aesthetics.  The brochure
illustrates more than 80 models for 12- and 120-volt ap-
plications and includes design tips and ideas.  Kichler
Landscape Lighting, Cleveland, OH.

OUTDOOR LIGHTING LITERATURE

Circle 153 on Reader Service Card

CATERPILLAR introduces TH220B and
TH330B, two new telehandlers in its B-Series
line.  The units offer responsive handling,
improved fuel efficiency and reduced main-
tenance requirements along with new con-
trols for easier operation and more work

tools and options for greater versatility.  The bucket linkage pro-
vides high breakout forces for digging with five available bucket styles.
Caterpillar, Peoria, IL. 

EARTH-MOVING RIGS

Circle 151 on Reader Service Card

Many of you have asked
why you need to fill out
subscription cards if
no information about
your business has
changed. Here’s why:

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

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

This is important, so take a minute once each year to

complete one of the subscription card we include in

every issue of the magazine and mail it to us. Thanks!

ATTENTION 
ALL READERS!
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MOST DEPENDABLE FOUNTAINS offers prod-
ucts designed for interactive water play.  The prod-
ucts come in nine powder-coated colors and op-
erate by using metered valves that can be set to
run from 15 seconds to 5 minutes in flows that
range from gentle sprays to strong spouts.
Individually, they make great cooling-off spots;
together, they turn plain spaces into waterparks.
Most Dependable Fountains, Arlington, TN. 

Circle 156 on Reader Service Card

OUTDOOR WATERPLAY PRODUCTS

BORAL PAVERS offers clay pavers for
use in both interior and exterior spaces
for commercial or residential settings.
Designed for ease of installation, fine
aesthetics and strong, durable perfor-
mance, the interlocking units come in
11 different, non-fading colors in a 4-by-8-inch size with tumbled,
chamfered or squared edges.  There’s also a slightly smaller format
for use in grouted applications.  Boral Pavers, Augusta, GA.

Circle 158 on Reader Service Card

CLAY PAVERS

STONECREEK PAVERS manufactures pavers
by pouring material into forms and then shap-
ing the edges by hand.  Designed to conjure
the look and texture of Italian crosscut traver-
tine, the pavers work in both interior and exte-
rior applications and are available in seven stan-

dard sizes for easy patterning.  The company also offers design services
as well as guidance on sealing and maintenance.  Stonecreek Pavers,
Nashville, TN. 

Circle 155 on Reader Service Card

HANDCRAFTED PAVERS

MOSS ACRES offers moss ground covers
as an alternative to grass and other con-
ventional ground covers for shaded areas.
Once established, the product calls for little
or no maintenance – no mowing, watering,
pesticides, fertilizer, liming, de-thatching or
weeding required.  Detailed transplanting

instructions are included, with information on soil pH, composition and
moisture requirements.  Moss Acres, Honesdale, PA. 

GROUND COVERS

Circle 157 on Reader Service Card
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t’s painfully obvious that many mainstream watershapers are satisfied to
treat each site in basically the same way. By contrast, I go to great lengths

to examine each space from a variety of perspectives, and the fruits of that ef-
fort are reflected in the design work that follows. In fact, if I had to point to
a single aspect of my design work that most often sets me apart from my com-
petition, it’s the detail I go into when examining a site.

Certainly the best book I’ve ever read about site planning and analysis is the
one I first encountered during my second year in college. Written by John
Ormsbee Simons, a distinguished instructor at Harvard Design School and
Michigan State University, Landscape Architecture:  A Manual of Site Planning
and Design (McGraw Hill, 1983) is one of the most complete treatments of
the complex subject of site analysis you’ll ever find.

Fortunately, the text has been used in so many landscape architecture and
design programs throughout the country that you should have no problem
finding one either new or used, despite the fact it’s a good 20 years old.

The genius of Simons’ approach – and the reason why it’s been such an
enduring resource – is that he looks at the basic principles of site analysis
across the full spectrum of possible projects, from entire communities to
the smallest courtyards or patios. His writing is also remarkably clear, and
the beautifully organized, 330-page text is filled with helpful graphics, sketch-
es and photographs.

Much of the text deals with lines of sight, focal points and the use of views
– material alone that can give you a huge edge in all sorts of situations. In my
own work, for example, clients often remark how impressed they are at how

visible the swimming pool and other elements
of the landscape are from a variety of vantage
points inside and outside the home. That does-
n’t happen by accident,and frankly, I owe much
of it to this remarkable book.

Simons also goes into great depth on work-
ing with sunlight, shade and shadows, wind
and such key issues (too seldom considered)
as humidity and the seasons. He also devotes
considerable space to practical issues, includ-
ing working with utilities, concrete slabs and
basic structural engineering issues as well as
retaining walls and slope retention. He offers
keen insights into working with existing struc-
tures and on designing decks, patios, terraces
and balconies.

There’s a wonderful section on under-
standing and working with the way that peo-
ple move within a space, where his eye for de-
tail extends into such specifics as how to set
up pathways and stepping stones – right down
to how big the stones should be and how much
space there should be between them. He even
gets into the basics of setting up driveways and
parking areas, including information about
how wide they should be, proper radiuses and
pedestrian access.

Best of all from a watershaper’s perspective,
Simons uses many pages to discuss water, from
large bodies to small fountains. He covers
streambeds, their width and depth; approach-
es to cascades and edge treatments; and a vari-
ety of other issues directly significant to most
anyone who works with water as a creative medi-
um. He also touches on the solid practicalities
of drainage, runoff, irrigation and, of course,
the water needs of various types of plantings.

If you had to give someone new to landscape
or watershape design a single resource for site
planning and analysis, this would be it: Simons’
book is quite simply a marvel of a resource that
this experienced watershaper has found him-
self returning to over and over again through
the years.

By Mike Farley

book notes

Site Lines

I

Mike Farley is a landscape architect with more than
20 years of experience and is currently a designer/pro-
ject manager for Gohlke Pools in Denton,  Texas.  A
graduate of Genesis 3’s Level I Design School, 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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