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By Derk Hebdon

Graced by an abundance of beautiful, natural streams, cascades,
rivers and lakes spread across spectacular native landscapes, Utah
is a dream location for watershapers.

Not only is there a rising demand for crafted streams, ponds
and cascades that look like they really belong, but the state itself
is also a genuine design laboratory. Indeed, I send our crews out
into the “wild” periodically to do nothing more than hike up and
down local watercourses to see how Mother Nature does things.
These waterways are easy to find, and the exercise (both mental
and physical) keeps us all fresh.

The steady contact with nature is a big help in our creative en-
deavors: I've found that even the most talented and conscien-
tious watershapers can fall into design ruts if they spend too
much time with their noses to the grindstone and don’t get out
and about to seek inspiration. Once the batteries are recharged,
we’re ready to participate in projects we all see as functional
works of art.

Down to Business

My company, Bratt Water Features Inc., is a wholly owned co-
operative with Bratt Inc., one of the largest landscape design/build
firms in the country. We pursue both commercial and residential
projects, mostly upscale, and about 60% of what we do is best clas-
sified as commercial. Reflecting that balance, two of our three
crews focus on commercial work, while the other specializes in res-
idential projects.

Most of our jobs start with our landscape architects, who con-
duct the initial meetings with clients, set basic project parameters
and carry things through to preliminary drawings. Once it’s de-
termined that a project will include a watershape of some kind,
our waterfeatures division steps up and joins the design team.

At that point, I start discussing the project and various ideas with
our architects, determining whether, for example, the watershape
will have an architectural or natural appearance and getting some
idea of desired flow rates and volumes, basic visual elements, key
vantage points and, in a more general sense, the overall “mood”
of the feature.

Often, we’'ll move through three or four different options de-
veloped to the point where they’re discussed with the developer
or homeowner, and ultimately we arrive at an overall design
scheme. Generally speaking, these are free-flowing, immensely
positive creative processes, and we use them as a means of setting
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expectations for how the project will proceed and what clients can expect
to see once we're finished.

We also develop the budget during this design/planning stage. To speed
the process, we show clients photographs of past projects and use them
to define levels of detail they want to see and enable them to align their de-
sires with relative levels of cost. For large bodies of water, those details and
costs can vary substantially based on the client’s wish list. Once this part
of the discussion is settled, we begin developing more definite plans.

Occasionally, we run into developers and other commercial clients who've
had difficult experiences in the past with large waterfeatures. This is ac-
tually helpful in the long run because they’re aware of the kinds of issues
that can arise, but in the short term it puts us in the position of talking
through potential problems in great detail by way of reassuring them that
we know what were doing.

Usually, our belief that these are positive exchanges of information and
that great things will ultimately be accomplished wins out: By the time
we’re through, the topics of discussion change from what might go wrong
to productive conversations about good hydraulic design, the achieve-
ment of credible natural aesthetics and getting the most from whatever
budget has been set.

Another reason developers are willing to engage in the process of wa-
tershaping is because, despite any troubling past experience, there’s an in-
creasing acceptance of (and demand for) water in public spaces, commer-
cial settings and residential developments. In a nutshell, these entrepreneurs
and enterprises recognize the part water has to play in distinguishing and
adding value to their properties.

Of o Piece

Our aim in the design/build process is to deliver a watershape that blends
in perfectly with the overall landscape setting. As a result, integration is on
our minds from the start.

We always think of what we’re doing as an exercise in working within the
context of fully designed landscapes (often very large landscapes), and we
see a clear advantage in placing the water elements within those settings in
such a way that observers gain a sense that our watershapes truly belong
where we’ve put them.

This is probably easier for us in our waterfeatures operation than it might
be for firms who only do the watershaping, because we know and work with
our company’s landscape architects all the time and know the control they
have over the planting plan and the hardscape design. We use this intimate
contact with the overall project to inform what we do with the water.

We’re all in the same co-operative, so we share ultimate responsibility for
the way the project proceeds. And this is just as true in planning and de-
signing residential projects as it is for commercial work —although it’s fair to
say that we tend to find much more freedom on residential projects than we
do on the commercial side.

Either way, it’s basically a process of defining basic shapes and the ways
they all fit together in the allotted space and of putting those relation-
ships down on paper. Most of the time, the finished product will differ,
sometimes in significant ways, from our initial sketches or drawings — we
are, after all, dealing with real boulders, stones, plants and free-flowing wa-
ter — but through open communication we’re able to prepare our clients
for the journey toward completion, whatever turns we all might take.

This works because our installers have become very good at designing
fine aesthetic details as part of the flow of construction. Indeed, they’re re-
quired to display a certain spontaneity and a high level of artistic expres-
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A Gty Creek

Located in downtown Salt Lake City adjacent
to the LDS Conference Center and across from
the Mormon Temple, this project was challeng-
ing because we were working with a swath of
land just 15 feet wide in which we were to create
a meandering and believable mountain stream.

The system makes up in length what it lacks
in width, running for 525 feet with about 20 feet
of vertical transitions and three pedestrian cross-
ings that provide key vantage points for the
stream and its large boulders, big cascades and
dense plantings. The key to pulling this off visu-
ally is tremendous variation in the size of the boul-
ders and the way the pockets of plant material
are dispersed amid the rock formations, along
the edges and in the streambed itself.

Another integrating factor is that the rock came
from a quarry owned and operated by the
Mormon church — the same quarry that provid-
ed stone for the conference center and the tem-
ple. By using this material, we were able to vi-
sually align the stream with the landmarks
surrounding it.
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Provo Estate

This estate, which is draped across a
mountain and part of an adjacent valley, was
undergoing massive renovation when we
were called in to install a waterfeature off to
the side of the main house and near a pa-
tio for a greenhouse. There was a water-
feature there already, but it was little more
than a trickling eyesore — so much so that
the owner was hesitant about replacing it with
anything substantial.

Once we overcame his misgivings, we set
up a deck that cantilevers slightly over the
main pond to provide a great view of the cas-
cade, groundcovers and aspens. (The railed
walkways were an afterthought and, in my
opinion, detract from the overall appearance
—although they do provide a level of safety.)

In an odd twist, a homeowner who origi-
nally hadn’'t wanted a watershape decided
that he wanted fish — but that the water could
be no more than a foot deep because of his
concern for his children’s safety.

After advising him that success with koi
and other specimen fish required water that
would be at least three feet deep in places,
we compromised by digging the pond to an
adequate depth for the fish, then filled it in
with 18 inches of gravel. For now, the pond
is both shallow and devoid of fish. Later, the
gravel can be removed and fish can be
added without any need to renovate the
pond.

The system runs on two five-horsepow-
er pumps that create an extremely vigorous
flow over the falls. The pond’s overflow ca-
pacity was greatly diminished by the gravel
filling; to meet the need for extra capacity
in the short term, we located a holding tank
off to the side below the deck.
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Executive Retreat

Part of the Provo estate covered on
page 35 was set up for non-family use and
now includes several cottages set up as
aretreat for personal and business guests.

The overall property contains several
beautiful natural streams, but none were
near the guest lodgings. To change all
that, we were brought in to create a wa-
terfall/stream system that would fit in vi-
sually with the existing natural streams
and add the soothing sound of water to
the retreat. This stream stretches 400 feet
up the hillside to headwaters tucked in a
forested area. The idea is to draw visitors
up the hill and into the wooded area.

In keeping with the contemplative mood
of the area, this stream is less vigorous
than the one at the main residence, of-
fering gently babbling cascades that de-
scend along a rocky streambed. All of the
rock for this stream was harvested on site
and used liberally in the stream course,
and the result is a manmade watercourse
that fits in perfectly with the property’s nat-
ural streams.
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stones simply don’t pass the test.

Once the boulders are all in place, we’ll come in with concrete and pour
it around the large rocks and waterfall transition areas. While it’s still wet,
we embed cobble in the concrete and then fill in any gaps with gravel. When
were done, you can’t see any concrete or liner.

We do experience a great deal of cracking because of local freeze/thaw
conditions — which is ultimately why we use liners along with partial con-
crete surfacing. This helps us control costs —and dodge the fact that it’s of-
ten hard to conceal large expanses of concrete in natural-looking ways.

Starting the Flow

We apply the same attention we do in setting up natural-looking weirs
to the job of establishing our headwaters. As a rule, we set things up with
pipes that introduce water to the bottom of our upper ponds, covering the
manifolds with rocks and allowing the water to well up and spill natural-
ly into the watercourse.

But that oversimplifies things a bit, because deciding where the headwa-
ters will be in the overall water system is crucial to believability. I'm disap-
pointed, for example, when I see water emerging from the center of a berm
or slope. Nature doesn’t work that way. Instead, we'll set the headwaters at
the crest of a slope or tuck it out of sight among plantings or rockwork — or
even in a structure of some kind.

And whenever possible, we'll establish multiple headwaters outflows to
lend the watershape a sense of variety and even greater believability. In our
experience, this approach of introducing the water at multiple locations
and at varying elevations gives us greatly expanded options for separat-
ing and conjoining streams, for example, or for creating pools or rapids
and manipulating the way everything sounds.

Our target flows for cascades are about 60 gallons per minute per lineal
foot, which means about an inch and a half of water moving over the falls
—vigorous but not overwhelming. Obviously, that target will move up or
down, depending on the design. But as an average for entire systems, the
60-gpm-per-foot standard holds up remarkably well.

As we move downstream, we're aware of the fact that plantings are as im-
portant as rockwork in conveying the visual impressions made by natural wa-
terfeatures. Through the years, in fact, we've moved further and further along
in our understanding and use of aquatic plants and of ways of bringing ground-
covers right up to the water’s edge and into the streams. We work a lot with
marginal and bog plants as well as water lilies and floating hyacinths. We're
also working more often at creating suitable environments for fish.

Again, our aim is integration. In our initial designs, we incorporate pock-
ets where plants and groundcovers can take hold and spread out among
and over the rocks and set up areas where we can use perennials or other
plantings to add color and accentuate viewpoints.

If one side of a stream will be viewed more than the other, for example,
it makes sense to locate plants with lower profiles on the vantage point’s
side and place taller plants on the other side. Instead of blocking critical
viewpoints, these tall plants and trees can be used to draw the eye up from
and beyond the stream.

Our watershaping process is detailed and deliberate, and everything flows
from knowing where we're heading right from the start. This knowledge,
this capacity for all of us to be on the same page and visualizing the same
outcomes, has enabled us to meet our clients’ demand for quality, take our
place in pursuing what we all see as an emerging art form — and still have
time to take the occasional walk along a stream.
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Suncrest

A This watershape is located near the entrance
of a new residential development on a ridge above
Salt Lake City at about 6,000 feet in elevation and
constitutes a classic example of a developer seek-
ing to use water to add interest and distinction to
a space. The headwaters are near the devel-
opment’s information center and offer visitors a
spectacular introductory view.

Our goal was to create a setting that had a
park-like, mountainous feel and would provide
a place where prospective buyers might stroll
and take in the surrounding beauty and tran-
quil waters. To that end, the stream operates
year 'round, includes several large ponds and
cascades and is stocked with trout. For a wa-
tercourse of this size, the flow is at a relative-
ly modest 600 gpm — just what we need to keep
the water from freezing. And in the thick of win-
ter it provides breathtaking views of snow, ice
and water.

Of particular interest, several hardscape fea-
tures are also integrated, including architec-
tural bridges, pergolas and stone walkways that
cross over or offer great views of particular points
of interest along the waterway. Landscaping
was also critical to lending a natural feel to the
overall surroundings. The rock was primarily a
very hard limestone quarried locally.
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