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You’re
Looking 
atWater!

Text and photos by Bruce Zaretsky

andscape Architect 

Bruce Zaretsky shares 

landscaping solutions 

that include water, of course!

What do you do when
the home you built has a
20-foot rise in elevation
right out your back door?
You can yell at the
builder, right? Not when
you’re the builder! This
pond features two water-
falls: one is a three-foot
drop that actually was the
original waterfall con-
structed before we decid-
ed to get ambitious. The
main feature is a six-foot
waterfall that drops into
the approximately 12 x 20
foot pond. The pond itself
sits high up on the slope,
so the only way to see it is

L

from the upstairs of the home, or by accessing the
patio via stone steps. The Siberian Iris (Iris sibirica)
are set off beautifully by the Gold Thread Cypress
(Chamaecyparis pisifera ‘Pulmosa Aurea’). ❧

The water features and landscaping designs of Bruce
Zaretsky and Sharon Coates have gained national recogni-
tion. Located at 1787 Route 250 in Penfield, New York
14526, they can be reached at 716-377-8330.

The entire slope of the Haralambides Residence, showing the broken flagstone patio, which is accessed by steps climb-
ing in front of the pond. Note the built-in stone bench.

Stacey and Pat
Haralambides, 
Fairport, New York
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The builder wanted to draw attention to the model home in this upscale terrace home community. Feeling that the small front yard
space didn’t warrant a waterfall, we compromised by creating a pond that gives the illusion of a waterfall by using boulders at
the higher end. Simple bubbling fountains that can be seen from the road keep the water moving. All of the stone used for this
pond came from the site. Talk about naturalistic!

This nursing home has walking trails throughout the grounds. A wooded location seemed to be the ideal setting for a naturalistic
pond. The pond was designed as a two-pond system, with a bridge carrying strollers over a creek connecting them. We used cob-
blestones that are indigenous to the area to create the ponds and creek. With a minimal elevation change to work with, we still were
able to create two six-inch waterfalls; the lower one is seen here. A fountain, set in the middle of the pond, was desired by the man-
agement of the nursing home to provide another visual element. 

Bristol View Terrace Model
Home, Fairport, New York

Maplewood Nursing Home,
Webster, New York

The clients desired a water feature to be incorporated into the landscape that we were designing. We didn’t have
a large are to work with because the patio took up most of the usable space. Not satisfied with a small pond,
we decided to create a running stream, but didn’t even have enough room for the reservoir.  The solution?  We
pumped water up from the pond seen in the background, ran it down our creek, and had it run back to the pond.
We used a 10,000 GPH pump, placed at the pond, to get the 3800 GPH or so that we wanted in the stream. We
needed to pump up an elevation of about 25 feet. A three-inch line feeds the stream and a four-inch line returns
the water to the pond, down a waterfall that was an afterthought. A very unique and challenging project!

Larry and
Jane Glazer,

Pittsford,
New York
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Judy and 
Stuart Dizak,
Pittsford, New York Photo Studio,

Henrietta, 
New York.

Brad and
Linda Jones,
Irondequoit,

New York.

The clients are professional photographers and wanted to create an area for portraits. We installed this two-pond
system in the middle of a parking lot! It has various vantage points, including a dock, a waterfall, lush plantings,
and even a rock almost completely surrounded by water. We had a sand beach, but the sand kept leaching the
water out of the lower pond, so we needed to use gravel for the effect.

A drainage swale ten feet off the rear of this home created quite the eyesore. Since the DEC wouldn’t let us move it, we
decided to rise to the challenge. A dry creek bed, lined with water-loving plants (Iris, Astilbe, etc.) solved the problem. We
tied in the downspouts of the home to the creek to add water when it rains.  After a rainstorm: a running creek! A bridge
completes the effect.

The client placed a toy train over the running creek,
creating the illusion of a river. All of a sudden, the
three-foot falls becomes a fifty-foot drop, and the
plants become mature ‘trees.’  This is a great way to
scale a waterfall or pond.

Words cannot describe the beauty of moving water and
light. Photo by Stuart Dizak.

A twenty-foot running stream seems to come out of the woods creat-
ing the ideal naturalistic pond. The waterfall is only about three feet tall
but is perfectly scaled to the site. The fish love it! Some projects just
seem to work. This was one of them. The Dizaks actually picked this
site to build their home based on the sloped area because they knew
a waterfall was in their future.



67 Pond & Garden

The
Quarantine
Caper

by Daniel R. Zambrano
drawings by Marilyn Cook

1930’s “caper”explores 

the how-to’s of quarantine 

tanks for our pond fish.

The first thing I noticed was a dull throbbing from
behind my eyes, that and an unpleasant queasiness in
the pit of my stomach. It took a few seconds, but I soon
realized that the throbbing in my head matched the
persistent ringing of a phone.

A phone.  A phone.  It had to be mine. I fum-
bled around without opening my eyes and heard
the distinct thud of a bottle against cold, bare floor
followed by the slow gurgling of liquid spreading
itself into a puddle.

“This better be important, “ I muttered into the
receiver, once I’d found it, “because of you, I got $4.57
worth of Maalox soaking into my new hardwood,
imported parquet.”

“Ah, pipe down!” the voice on the other end of the
line replied.  “I can’t help it if you don’t have any self-
control and have to suck down antacid by the quart.”

There was no mistaking that voice. This wasn’t going
to be an easy brush-off. This dame was one tough cook-

A

ie and didn’t know how to take ‘go-away’ for an answer.
“Listen, Toots, Easter only shows up around here

once a year and if I want to bite the heads off a whole
flock of marshmallow chickies, then that’s my prob-
lem...”

“You mean yours and your tailor’s problem, don’t
you?”

“Who are you, Jenny Craig?”
“That would be Mrs. Craig to you, thank you very

much.”
“Yeah, and I’ll bet Sea Biscuit in the fifth that there

are some pink and blue choco-bunnie wrappers on
your nightstand, too.”

“O.K., Shamus, you caught me red-handed. Last
time I checked though, it still wasn’t a crime for a girl
to have some fun. Now listen, can we get down to busi-
ness, or are you gonna jaw all morning...what’s left of it,

that is.”
“Sure, Toots. It’s your dime. Just tell

me one thing though, how’s my favorite
nephew doin’?”

“Well, that’s why I’m calling.  He...”
“Ah ha!  I knew it!  A hidden

motive!”
“Motive, schmotive! Are you gonna

shut up and listen or would you rather see a
little boy crushed by sadness and failure?”

“Jeez, Sis, no need to get melodramatic.
What’s the scoop?”
She laid out the scenario with her usual,

analytical precision. Gads, how she could
recall details.  My stomach was doing flip-flops,

but I let her talk. It was better that way. The gist of her
story dealt with a Spring Carnival, a ping-pong ball
toss, and two new fishy mouths to feed.

Then she went on about Easter suits and how cute
my nephew looked in church and how he did in the
annual Easter egg hunt and so on and so on. I only half
heard though because my mind was considering all the
facts, at least as much as a chocolate and sugar over-
loaded brain could consider. I needed a good, hot
cuppa Joe, and I needed it bad.

66 Pond & Garden

Sue and Harold Schwartz,
Fairport, New York

The ideal situation for creating a pond — the rise in elevation
allowed for a multiple drop waterfall. This pond is only about seven
months old, but the plantings are already starting to naturalize it. We
told the golfers that we were paid to put in another water hazard for
them!  And guess what?  We did find a golf ball in it!

John and Ruth Flowers,
Fairport, New York

These clients have a son in California and loved the look of the boulder
canyons. We created a 25-foot ‘canyon,’ with four waterfalls dropping about
fifteen feet. The ‘boulders’ are actually no larger than about two feet, but the
illusion of a river is there. Ironically, all of the stone used for this ‘California’
pond came from the building site.



“Yeah. I put it up in Isabelle’s tank like you
said I oughta...”

“Good, good. Lady Luck is smiling on you
today, Toots. Now, before you set up that tank in
a nice, quiet spot like we talked about, I want you
to rinse it out with some plain old tap water. No
soap or cleaners of any kind. After that, set it on
a nice sturdy surface and using a marked bucket,
add four gallons of clean water to the tank. Mark
that level on the outside of the tank with a mark-
er or piece of tape. Add some chlorine/chlo-
ramine remover according to the instructions on
the bottle, then...”

“Hey, slow down! My hand is cramping up
from writing so fast...and stop calling me Toots!”

“Tell it to the Judge, Angel Face. Isabelle might
not have the luxury of me slowing down. So...the
next thing I want you to do is add an ounce of rock
salt or kosher salt to the tank. Don’t use regular
table salt unless it is sea salt and it is not Iodized.
Now, stay with me here, we’re gonna remove the
sponge filter from Isabelle’s tank along with a few
ounces of her water and we’re gonna gently
squeeze out the sponge filter in that same water.
The key here is gently. We just wanna get the
major schmootz out the sponge. It’s not a chickin
we’re fixin’ for Sunday dinner, got it!”

“I got it,” she replied. I could hear the sound of
pencil scratching against paper in the back-
ground, and I could hear her muttering under her
breath, ‘not a chicken.’ I smiled to myself and let
her write.

“Good. Next, put the sponge filter in the five-
gallon job just like you had it set up in Isabelle’s
tank. Use the extra air pump I sent with the tank.
When you’re done, you should have a clean, bare
tank filled with four gallons of slightly salty water
and a sponge filter bubbling away in the corner. Is
that clear?

“Cystal,” she muttered, none too pleasantly.
“What’s next?”

“Okay, now remember we’re doin’ this the
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hard way. Next, get two or three clean, rinsed
flower pots and stack them in the tank so they
can act as hiding places. Add the little heater
and thermometer I sent and then let the whole
thing set for at least four hours so we can make
sure the whole set-up is running nice and
smooth like, see.”

“I see.”
“Good. When everything looks stable and the

temperature is the same as Isabelle’s tank, then it
is time to transfer those carnival fish into the
quarantine tank. Now pay attention, here’s the
tricky part. Are you with me?”

“I’m with you. Jeez, who knew this would be so
much trouble...”

“Trouble!  I live for trouble, Sister.”
“Oh, get real already. What do I do next?”
“Yeah...yeah, yeah, okay.  Take a decent sized

container, something like an old plastic food stor-
age container and, after rinsing it out well with
plain tap water, half fill it with some water from
Isabelle’s tank. Then, net the new guys out and
gently place them in the little container. Take
them and the net with you to the quarantine tank.
Remember that net is history as far as Isabelle is
concerned because...”

“You mean I’ll have to buy a new net, too?”
“You’ll have to buy a new net, too, Toots. No

way ‘round it. Now plan on floating the container
in the five-gallon tank for about an hour. Every
fifteen minutes or so scoop out and discard a lit-
tle of the water in the container and add some
from the quarantine tank. By the end of the hour,
the water in the container should be mostly tank
water. When the time comes to transfer the fish
into the quarantine tank, be sure to net them out
and discard the water in the container. This is
where lots of people get sloppy, so don’t get lazy
on me and...”

“Excuse me! I have kids. You can say a lot of
things about me, but you can’t call me lazy! Now
this process here...I mean...good gravy...this is
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“Listen,” I finally inter-
rupted.  “What did you do
with the goods?  Where did
you stash the goods?”

“What?....Goods?....What
are you....You mean the fish?
You’ve been reading Philip
Marlow novels again,
haven’t you?  Listen, Bub,
stop talking like some cheap, paperback gumshoe
or I’ll ship you ‘the goods’ by fourth class mail via
Singapore, got it?”

“Yeah, yeah. Sure. Sorry.” I willed myself to ask
politely, “O.K. where did you put the new fish?”

“Why, in the tank with the other fish, of course.
That is what I was calling....”

“Big mistake, Sis. An accident waiting to hap-
pen. We may already be too late.”

“What? I thought I told you to quit with the...”
“I’m serious.” The hard edge to my voice

stopped her protest and she let me continue.
“Those carnival fish are what is known in the
industry as ‘feeder goldfish.’  You know, food for
other larger, predatory fish. Your new ‘house
guests’ were probably scooped out of an over-
crowded stock tank, dumped into little bowls,
and assaulted all afternoon with ping-pong balls
covered in kid sweat. Then they were poured
into some little bag along with a few ounces of
dirty water and held between grimy little kid
knees on the long trip home, which probably
included a spin through Mickey-D’s. Those little
fish have been under some major stress, I tell
ya’. They’ll probably break with disease any sec-
ond now and you just introduced them to Alex’s
beloved Isabelle.”

I could hear her breath suck in on that last lit-
tle bit of information and then she blurted, “My
God!  You’re right. What have I done?”

“What have you done?” I hissed.  “I’ll tell you
what you’ve done. You’ve set a little boy up for
heartbreak. That’s what you’ve done. You’ve
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quite possibly murdered
his beloved pet!
Murdered, I say!
Murdered...”

“Will you give me a
break already!  We’re
talkin’ about a little gold-
fish in a ten-gallon aquari-
um! Now, are you gonna

help me or what?”
“Yeah, sure. I’ll help. I couldn’t resist yankin’

your chain a little, that’s all.
“I’m warning you, Sam Spade...”
“Okay, Okay. Besides the Maalox is beginning

to dry on my floor. Here’s the deal. You must set
up a quarantine tank as quickly as possible. Now
we are definitely doing this backwards because
you, shall we say, put the fish before the bowl.
But, we can still pull this off.”

“Yeah, I’m all ears.”
I had to admire her. Chin deep in trouble and

still as feisty as an old hen.
“You still have that little five gallon tank set-up

I sent you?”
“Sure, it’s in the garage. I wrapped it in news-

papers and packed it away in a box just like you
told me to do. I even packed all those little pieces
that came with it in the same box.

“You’re a sharp one, Doll Face. I knew I could
count on you. So, here’s the plan. Break out that
little tank and set it up somewhere relatively
quiet. Then...”

“What!  You mean I have to set up another...”
“Whoa, whoa. Let me finish, see.  Let me fin-

ish or Isabelle will be finished, got it?”
After a long pause, she sighed and said in a

monotone voice of resignation, “Isabelle.  Yeah.
Okay. Go on. I’m listening.”

“That’s better.  Okay, see....we’re going to set
up the five-gallon job in a very simplified format
so we can separate those new fish from Isabelle.
Do you still have that little sponge filter I sent?”



time so part of your maintenance will be to keep
the bio-filter, that means your sponge filter, alive.
Some people will keep one or two inexpensive
fish in that tank and then take them out if they
need the tank, other people will add a few drops
of common, unscented household ammonia to
the system weekly to keep the bacteria in the fil-
ter going.”

“Bacteria?  I don’t need more germs in my
house. The kids, you know.”

“Those bacteria are the bio-filter. They’re
what keeps the tank healthy, so just calm down.
That sponge filter is the Ritz Hotel for bacteria.
Just remember to keep it going and you’ll do just
fine. Oh, if you do treat a disease outbreak in the
quarantine tank, you’ll probably want to toss the
sponge filter out and scrub down the tank with
nice, salty water after it’s all over. Then it’s back
to square one.”

“You’re simply filled with good news, “ she
grumbled sarcastically.

I let it slide. She was entitled to her opinions,
even if they were wrong.

“Sponge filters are good choices for quaran-
tine tanks because they’re cheap and they do a
good job. Some folks make them by wrapping
clean foam rubber around plastic tubing and
holding it in place with rubber bands.”

“I’ll leave that for Martha Stewart, thank you.
Can’t I just buy ‘em when I need ‘em?”

“Sure, Toots, it’s your wad under the mattress.
You might wanna buy some clay flower pots then
while you’re out there on your shopping spree.”

“For the fish that don’t make it?”
“To use in the quarantine tank as hiding

places. Like I said earlier, much earlier, in fact,
those fish are stressed out and being in a bare
tank is akin to being on a dinner plate to them.
The pots give them hiding places.”

“I could use a hiding place about now.”
“Bad hair day, huh? Anyway, there are a cou-

ple of other things you need to remember.”
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“Gads, do you like to use magnifying glasses to
focus the sun on anthills, too?”

“I’ll have to try that some Sunday afternoon.
As I was saying, don’t use carbon in a tank that is
being treated for disease. It pulls any medication
you might be using out of the water. Carbon is the
black granular stuff you stick into some types of
filters. As for medicines, don’t be so quick to grab
for some shot-gun remedy you saw in the local
WalMart. Most people use aquarium medicines
helter-skelter. Unless you’ve gotta pretty good
hunch about what you’re treating, stick with the
salt bath I mentioned earlier. I’ve seem a simple
salt-water bath clean up some mighty ugly look-
ing stuff.”

“Are we talkin’ your friends or fish disease?”
“Both, actually. But if you’re using it for fresh-

water fish, it’s a good general ‘tonic’ and helps
knock off many external parasites. It also relieves
the stress of a basically salty critter trying to live
in a freshwater environment. You wanna keep the
dose between 0.1 and 0.3%. That translates to
one to 3 grams per liter or about an ounce per
four gallons. Don’t use salt with plants.”

“Please tell me there isn’t any more!”
“That about covers it except for one thing.”
“Oh, boy, I can hardly wait.
“Keep a close eye on Isabelle’s tank for the

next few days. It would be a good idea to change
about a quarter of her water and to make sure
that everything is in really good shape. Call me
back if you see any signs of disease.”

“Should I give her chicken soup and sing to
her, too?”

“Naw, I’ve tasted your chicken soup, and I’ve
heard you sing.”

“Ohhhh, you make me so, oh, never mind.
Listen, thanks a lot. You’ve been very helpful and
you’re a pretty decent brother, too.”

“All right, don’t go all soft and mushy on me
now. I love you guys, too. Now hang up so I can
clean my floor.” ❧
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so...I mean, we’re not talkin’ brain surgery...why...
“Hey, hey! Don’t get crazy on me!  Focus!  I

need you to focus! Listen, sweetheart, that’s just
the way it is. I don’t make the rules, I just play the
hand I’m dealt...”

“I’m gonna deal you a hand — a backhand, if
you don’t cut it with the gumshoe patter.”

“I’ll let that one slip by ‘cuz you’re family and
you’re under a lotta stress, see. Just don’t let it
happen again.”

“Whatever! Just answer me this.  Why?  Why
am I doing all this?”

“Isabelle, remember?  Little boy’s happiness
and all that, remember?”

“No. Now don’t get smart with me. Really.
Why am I doing all this?”

“Quarantine. You’re making a quarantine tank.”
I know, I know.  But why?”
“We’ve been down that street already. You

shoulda had a quarantine tank running in the first
place and you shoulda put those fish into it
instead of Isabelle’s and you shoulda...”

“I shoulda won the lottery instead of two gold-
fish. Enough with the shouldas already! What’s
the bottom line here?”

“Well, if you figure my bill, I get 200 a day plus
expenses. By the way, that bottle of Maalox dry-
ing on my floor qualifies as an expense...”

“So sue me! Will you just give me the straight
dope, Buster.  Oh great! Now I’m starting to
sound like some cheap detective character. I
swear I’m gonna...”

“Okay, okay, just calm down, Doll Face. You
don’t wanna burst something you might need a lit-
tle later. It’s like this, see.  Every aquatic set-up, no
matter what size, should also have a separate quar-
antine system. It’s inconvenient, doesn’t look good,
and takes up space you don’t have, but a quaran-
tine system is your first line of defense against the
bad guys you don’t want in your main system.
Things like Ich, fungus, or anchor worms.”

“Charming.”
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“I’m not done yet. Think of it in the same way
that you think of insurance policies or oil
changes. You get those things, not for their own
sake, but because of the good they do in trying to
protect the things you want to keep. So, anytime
you plan on introducing new fish or even plants
to your main system, you should first place them
in quarantine. Ideally, you would want to quar-
antine new fish and plants for a month. Most
people can’t wait that long, so two weeks is an
absolute minimum. Remember it is always easier
to treat disease in a controlled environment like
our little quarantine tank. If you have lots of
expensive fish, a really fancy set-up, or a pond
that’s difficult to pull fish out of, it’s just plain eas-
ier and cheaper in the long run to use a quaran-
tine system.”

“But I don’t have an expensive set-up. Just a
little ten-gallon tank in the kid’s room.”

“Do you carry auto insurance?
“Of course, but..”
“I’ve seen your car, Toots. It ain’t exactly a

head-turner. In fact, it’s more likely to turn stom-
achs.”

“No need to get nasty, Bicycle Boy.”
“I’m doing my part for a healthier Earth, all

right? Anyway, my point is that a quarantine tank
is just the cost of doing business and should not
be considered a nuisance but the way to do things
right. You got that tank as a learning experience
for the kids, right?”

“Yeah, yeah. You got me there. So, any more
words of wisdom?”

“Just a few.  Make sure you also have a sepa-
rate set of tools just for the quarantine tank.
Things like nets, buckets, siphon hoses.
Obviously, you will need to perform regular
maintenance on the quarantine tank just like the
main tank.”

“Oh, wonderful.”
“Ah, ah. You wanted the straight scoop.

Generally, quarantine tanks are empty a lot of the



either expanded at a later date or replaced alto-
gether with larger features — ourselves includ-
ed, only we added a second pond instead of
replacing the first. This larger pond is 3,600 gal-
lons and encompasses the entire length of our
backyard. Dual waterfalls cascade into a shal-
low pool, approximate 8” to 10” deep by 12’
across. This upper pool drops twice more
before reaching the main pond which is 30’ x
15’ and approximately 3’ at its deepest point.
The entire surface, both in and out of the water
is lined with natural sandstone, pea gravel, and
oversize rock. The rock and
lighted pathway, made of wood
chips, contribute to its natural-
looking appearance. Additional
lighting includes 5 underwater
lights, spotlights on the 8’ bridge
to  highlight each
waterfall, and
overhead lights
mounted to the
trees at both
ends. 121 new
plants were
added to the
existing landscap-
ing to provide
color variation
April through
October and
year-round tex-
ture. Trees and
shrubs include
Japanese Maple,
red twig Cornus
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‘Kousa’ and yellow berry dogwoods, Canadian
hemlocks, Harry Lauder walking stick 
(Corylus avellana, corkscrew hazelnut),
European cranberries, and two silver maples
that are original to the house. Plants include

numerous azaleas and
rhododendrons, ornamental
grasses, ferns, oakleaf
hydrangea, astilbe, Lamium
‘Beacon’s Silver’, coral
bells, and other perennials. 
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INTEGRATING
Water
Features 
WITHIN THE

Landscape
by Brad and Tana Schriner

rad and Tana Schriner of
Suburban Landscape in Greater
Louisville, Kentucky, share tips
for incorporating water features
within your landscaping.

Garden ponds, waterfalls, and streams are
beautifying backyards, community areas, and
commercial businesses across the country.
According to some experts in the Green Industry,
water features have become the hottest selling trend
in landscaping today. The reason for this craze is
really quite simple: moving water is pleasing to the
eye and soothing to the soul.

Modest beginnings
The Schriner Residence

The smaller of the two garden ponds is my first
ever water feature installation — a backyard experi-
ment, you might say, and a birthday gift for my wife.
The upper deck of this tiered patio was originally
grass and awkward to mow. The idea of eliminating a
maintenance nightmare was appealing, coupled with
the fact that the area was flat, made it the perfect
location. Like many of our clients since, I was leery of

B
jumping headfirst without knowing what I was get-
ting myself into. I installed a small 125 gallon pre-
formed liner with a bio box that serves a dual purpose
of filtration and small waterfall. Water gardening is
very addictive, and almost immediately I regretted
having gone so small. A larger pond, however,
seemed out of reach at that time. You see, our back-
yard is full to semi-shaded, and I was under the
impression you can’t have a successful water garden
under those conditions. I have since learned that this
is a misconception. However, there are pluses and
minuses to both sunny and shady conditions — while
plants thrive more in full sun, so does algae.

As a general rule, a 180 square foot pond, or 11’ x
16’ is a good ‘standard’ size water feature. It seems
approximately 90% of those smaller in size are

Tip: When adding moving water features to an
existing pond, remember to consider the added
flow requirements imposed on the original
pond’s pump.  You may need to go for a larger
capacity pump to accommodate your design.

Rocks at the edge of the pond merge into wood mulch groundcover that
make for easy maintenance.

A wooden deck and hammock, along with the main pond, stretch across the width of the small backyard.

What better way to quickly get from one side of the yard to the other
(when the entire yard has been turned into a water feature) than by a
bridge? The two waterfalls built against the back of the house are vis-
ible in the background.



Clem Residence
Mrs. Clem has always wanted to live near a

creek. Our job was to create the premise of such
in a suburban backyard. The side was ideally
suited for this theme as it has a gradual slope of
about 5 degrees which greatly minimized the
digging process for this portion of the project.
Time saved there,
however, was lost
once at the lower
section. An earthen
berm was a necessi-
ty at the far end of
the pond in order
for the surface
water to be level.
The majority of
rock used on this
project was supplied
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by the homeowner and collected from within
their neighborhood.
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The Seiferheld Residence
This 8’ x 11’’ garden pond was perfectly nes-

tled into a tight corner at the far end of a con-
crete patio, affording the homeowners a beauti-
ful view from their lower and upper decks, a
walk-out basement, and overhead from their
breakfast table. While this area affords the per-
fect view and is the flattest part in a dramatical-
ly sloped yard, the 15 degree slant we had to
work with presented a challenge. Topsoil was
brought in to create an earthen berm along the
backside of the pond, making the water at its
highest point level across the entire surface. The
excavated soil was mounded at the far end of
the pond to create a small waterfall and planti-
ng area. The pump, which drives the waterfall, is
sunken into a skimmer buried at the opposite
end of the pond. The plumbing running
between the two is well hidden underground.
An underwater light resting on the
pond floor offers brilliant dimension
to the waterfall at night. Lining the
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edges with native sandstone rock and pea grav-
el adds a nature appearance, while providing an
excellent disguise for the EPDM rubber liner.

The terrestrial plants adorning the pond’s
exterior offer color variations throughout the
year and were purposely situated throughout the
landscaping with enough extra space in between
for annual plantings. Plant selection includes
variegated green liriope, maiden hair ornamen-
tal grasses (both standard and dwarf varieties)
variegated red twig dogwood, butterfly bush
‘Stella d’Oro’ daylilies and beards tongue
‘Huskers Red’ perennials. The homeowners
plan to have the landscaping on the backside of
the garden pond extended further down the hill

to incorporate a small
grove of trees and a
perennial garden.

Tip: Whether set within flat and level land or
within a sloped site, the upper edges of your
pond should be carefully leveled so that the water
does not appear lopsided in your landscape.

Tip: When incorporating a stream into your water
feature, the flow should run downward into the
pond/reservoir. When this order is reversed, you
are more likely to encounter water seepage
where the two liners meet.

Soil had to be added to the backside of the planting bed installed off the patio edge so that the pond’s water level could appear level. The stream follows the curve of a circular brick patio below the home’s outside deck from where the stream and pond can be enjoyed.



Uhles Residence
Originally this site contained a 275-gallon

preformed pond with a preformed waterfall.  A
grander vision for the ‘nook’ garden meant
replacing the preformed design with an EPDM
liner pond and waterfall.  The privacy fence and
an existing American holly limited the design
space.  To protect the integrity of the wooden
backdrop, we built a low
retaining wall of 6’ x 6’’ treat-
ed wood before mounding
the excavated soil for the
waterfall.  With subtle light-
ing in and around the pond,
the Uhles can enjoy the pond
from their outside deck dur-
ing evening cook-outs and
relaxation. Spot plantings of
ornamental grasses and
perennials provide the fin-
ishing touches to this low-
maintenance water feature.
Future considerations are
expanding the perimeter
water feature into another
small pond with a stream and
walking bridge.
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O’Neill Residence
The O’Neills originally had a 150 gallon pre-

formed pond with a small waterfall.
Maintenance problems from growing and mul-
tiplying fish created a need for a larger pond.
We replaced the preformed pond with EPDM
rubber into an expanded size of 8’ x 10’’.  An
arched bridge, 3’ x 8’’, and a teak bench com-
pleted the patio garden.  The nearly 5’ high
waterfall required 6 tons of topsoil to build it
and the 8’ stream bed. 

Ten months later, the O’Neils wanted a
‘grandee’ pond with dual 15’ waterfalls at oppo-
site ends. This pond required a 4,300 GPH
pump to run the dual system.  The floating aer-
ator the O’Neills later added required its own
1200 GPH pump.  The island planting bed
around the pond required 60 bags of cedar

mulch and 10-
12 tons of addi-
tional soil. The
O’Neills make
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great use of
f l o w e r i n g
annual plants
among their
shrubs, trees,
and basic
perennials for
vibrant sea-
s o n - l o n g
color that can
be changed
on a whim
each year.

Tip: Don’t save money by not providing adequate
mulch.  Mulch is the key to keeping down weeds,
maintaining moisture levels for plants, and for
achieving a finished appearance.

Tip: Water features add life and design interest to
nooks and outer perimeters of the backyard.

A planting bed created next to the home’s patio provides the perfect site for a pond, waterfall, and bridge, all enjoyed from within the home as well.

Desiring a ‘grandee’ pond with a double
waterfall, Brad took advantage of the exist-
ing slope in the backyard to turn it into a hill-
side bed to frame the pond construction.

With a retaining wall against the fence and a
low-maintenance border of aggregate
groundcover next to the walkway, the pond
nestles into its corner site.



from the world. The area behind our house
became a private, intimate place, where we could
go to relax and renew.

The pond system itself is approximately 4,500
gallons. Water from a 4’x5’ filtration box filled with
six filtration mats that provide mechanical and bio-
logical filtration flows down a 5’ waterfall into an
800 gallon plant pond filled with anacharis and
water lilies. The plant pond is a rather circular fea-
ture with a 9’ diameter and averages 18 “ in depth.
Besides providing aesthetic enjoyment, it serves as
the vegetable filter for the system. We generally do
not keep fish in the plant pond, although we have
raised baby koi there. From the plant pond, water
flows down a second 5’ waterfall to the main pond.
This feature is free-formed, 30’ long and ranges up
to 16’ wide. It holds approximately 3,700 gallons.
The pond is a bit over 3’ deep and to provide the
fish with protection from predators, descends to
that depth directly from the pond’s edge. The sys-
tem employs a rubber liner, though the liner is cov-
ered with concrete painted black to appear more
natural and to provide permanence. Water is drawn
from the pond using two bottom drains and a skim-
mer. The pond was retrofitted with the skimmer.
The device virtually eliminated the time I had to
spend removing leaves and other debris from the
pond. A 3/4 horsepower motor moves water from
the pond and back up to the filter box at the top of
the system. Except during maintenance, the pump
is always on. The pump itself is joined by three 3’
40 watt U.V. bulbs located in a pump house
attached to the side of our home, out of view. Our
lot descends gradually about 5’ from the top of the
system to the bottom, giving our water feature a
natural flow from the top, where the filter box is
located, to the bottom.

The pond is stocked with 17 koi ranging from
12” to 24” in length. The filtration system was
designed to handle 20 adult koi. I have had as
many as 21, representing all 14 main varieties.
However, I have gradually reduced the numbers
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to foster better health and happiness for those
remaining. As I have matured in this hobby, I
have found that I prefer a stock of fewer, though
larger and more strikingly beautiful fish. When I
removed three fish last year, I found that those
remaining grew larger almost overnight. At this
point, I am unsure as to my preferred steady state
number of fish. I am inclined to think that maybe
12 or 14 is a good number for the long term. Fish
to be removed will be those whose color or size is
not developing as originally anticipated.

Each of our fish has a name. Typically, their
names reflect how they look or act in the pond.
For example, “Lipstick,” a Kohaku, a white koi
with a red design across its body, has red on its
lips. Known as Kuchibeni in Japanese, the fish
clearly looks like it is wearing lipstick. “Buzz” is a
Kin Ki Utsuri, a metallic black fish with an over-
lay of gold stripes. It looks something like a bee, a
Yellow Jacket, and thus its name. “Lightning” is a
Platinum Ogon, a metallic platinum or white koi.
It looks like a streak of lightning when it rushes
across the pond to eat. 

Our visitors all have different favorites. The
Yamabuki Ogon, a metallic yellow koi named
“Treasure” catches the eye of many. A majestic Hi
Utsuri, a black fish with reddish orange stripes over-
laid named “Black Tail” for his completely black tail
and fins, is another favorite. My favorite is
“Shadow,” an Ochiba-shigure, translated as
“autumn leaves on the water.” It is a dark gray koi
with black webbing and a brown overlay that does
look like leaves. Shadow is the largest and friendliest
fish in the pond. All of the koi in the pond are very
tame. They eat from our hands, allow family and
friends to pet them, and a couple of them, including
Shadow, allow themselves to be picked up.

The existence of our water wonderland has
been a source of attraction for many local, wild
residents. A few frogs found it almost immediate-
ly. They have grown large and have a deep,
throaty call, though I wish they would use it more
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Debby’s
Pond.... 
My Backyard Hobby

by Chuck Mulford
Photos by Scott Springfield

t was in 1994 that my wife, Debby, announced
that she would like to see a water feature, a pond
of some kind, in our backyard. Always open to
options that might reduce the amount of grass
subject to maintenance, I was more than happy
to look into the possibilities. We were interested

in something more than what I might do myself, so I set
about finding some professional help.

An ad in our local yellow pages for a company, Wet
Pets, located in Dahlonega, in the
north Georgia mountains, caught my
eye. I gave them a call. Chuck Jones,
who owns the company with his wife,
Connie, answered. What ensued was a
lengthy conversation about koi and
the importance of clean water. At the
time, I knew nothing about pondkeep-
ing. In fact, early in our conversation,
I actually inquired as to what a koi
was. After our talk, I knew that I had
found someone who was knowledge-
able and passionate about the subject.
I decided to make a trip up to see him
and learn more. What I gained from
my visit was not only the enjoyment of

I

seeing hundreds of beautiful koi of all varieties and
sizes, but an appreciation for the importance of proper
filtration in any system I ultimately built.

Chuck Jones does not build ponds. His specialty,
besides wholesaling and retailing fish, plants and sup-
plies, is the design and installation of effective filtration
systems. He recommended a local Atlanta company,
Rice and Clemons, Inc. to build our pond. Thomas Rice
and Rodney Clemons are as much artisans as they are
pond builders. Their specialty, besides building a proper-
ly functioning pond, is the artful incorporation of a water
feature into a natural landscape. Each rock is carefully
selected and placed. Plants are positioned with care,
melding textures and colors, to heighten one’s aesthetic
experience. The end result has the appearance of being
naturally occurring, as though it had been there forever.

Thus, we had the rudiments of a plan. Chuck Jones
would design the filtration system and provide the nec-
essary supplies and equipment. Rice and Clemons
would incorporate the system into our water landscape.
We provided direction as to the size and general loca-
tion of the end result. In fact, the whole process began
when our sons and I painted a suggested outline of the
pond onto the lawn beyond our back deck.

It took Rice and Clemons about three months to
transform the backyard of our half-acre lot into an oasis

Debby’s view of Chuck’s hobby from their upper deck.



pond near the surface, I lower the pond’s water
level for a few hours to destroy those eggs.

Regular pond maintenance is not as onerous as
one might expect. It takes about one hour to clean
the pond’s filter pads. It is an activity I do about
once every two weeks during the spring and sum-
mer months. I reduce the cleaning activity to once
every three weeks during the fall and pretty much
discontinue the process during the winter months.
By keeping the fish load down and avoiding over-
feeding, I find that the filter is not very dirty, even
after two weeks in the summer. To clean them, I
lay the filter pads over a saw horse and spray them
with water drawn from the pond itself. That way, I
avoid killing the filter bacteria with tap-water chlo-
rine. Also important to keeping the pond system
healthy is the regular replacement of about 25% of
the pond’s water. I perform this activity with ritual
once per week. (This is also necessary after spawn-
ing to relieve the pond of the extra protein load!)

While I can say that I have never lost a fish to
disease, I have had a few accidental fish deaths. For
example, one fish died after ingesting and being
stung internally by a bee. Another fish ventured
too close to the skimmer and was caught and mor-
tally injured by it. Another fish died almost imme-
diately after ingesting what appeared to be a small
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leaf that was coated with a deck water sealant that
had been sprayed by a local contractor.

Fortunately, because I followed learned advice
early, there are very few things I would change
about our pond system. I do wish it were deeper. A
depth of five feet would provide the fish with more
room for exercise and would encourage more
growth. For the same reason, I would also prefer
to see the pond cover a larger area, although a
tradeoff would be the need for a bigger filter sys-
tem and more cleaning. Finally, the single largest
maintenance item for me is the removal of leaves
from several deciduous trees we have near the
pond. I planted these trees years prior to the addi-
tion of the pond and they are very established.
They add color and mystery to our landscape.
However, they tend to drop leaves regularly during
the year. With a future pond, I would consider
strongly the use of all evergreens, although giving
up the deciduous-tree look would be difficult.

As can be seen, what started as a simple request
on the part of my wife to have a water feature in
our backyard has become my personal hobby. Our
whole family enjoys every aspect of the pond.
Whether it is feeding the fish, visiting with friends,
having a drink or having a meal in the comfortable
surroundings of our backyard landscape, there is

something there for all of us. I per-
sonally enjoy looking out at the
pond regularly to see what is hap-
pening. It is a never-ending saga of
activity.❧

Chuck Mulford is an accounting pro-
fessor and usually devotes his writing
efforts to accounting and finance text-
books. Because the Mulfords’ pond is
essentially shady, we have suggested
he trade the yellow water lily to a red
(Debby’s preferred color!), N.
‘Escarboucle’, that will bloom with only
2 to 3 hours of sunlight.
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often. They lurk near the sides and will occasion-
ally startle an unsuspecting visitor when they  sud-
denly jump into the water. Birds love to nest in
surrounding trees. They find the garden to be a
plentiful source of food and the pond itself pro-
vides them with a convenient place for a cool
drink. Squirrels and chipmunks live in surround-
ing trees and bushes and often venture by in
search of food and water. I have seen raccoon on
a couple of occasions, late at night. However, since
I have never lost a fish suspiciously overnight, I
suspect that if they tried to take one, they have
failed. I have also seen a black snake as he retreat-
ed to a brush and leaf pile located at the back of
our lot. His presence is all part of the natural
experience. An occasional cat will venture by and
gaze longingly at the colorful fish swimming near-
by. I was initially alarmed by this development for
fear that an accurate swipe of the paw may be
enough to shove an unsuspecting fish from the
pond. However, it never happened, and now the
fish are much too large for such an event to occur.
Once a pair of wild ducks tried to take up resi-
dence. The fish did not seem to mind, although I
did not consider them welcome. A few threats
with a broom every time they arrived were
enough to change their minds. 

To my knowledge, we have been visited by the
most dreaded of all pond predators, a blue heron,
on only one occasion. I noticed one day that the
fish were strangely schooled into a tight formation
of the pond’s bottom and were almost motionless.
I looked up and saw the heron standing at the
pond’s edge, just waiting for a fish to make a wrong
move. Fortunately, the fish saw him and were pro-
tected by the pond’s depth. It was not long before
the heron flew away in frustration. Having wit-
nessed the event, I am now less concerned about a
heron’s threat. My biggest concern is that one
would approach the pond in stealth and taken an
unsuspecting fish swimming near the surface. To
help ensure that they would not be surprised, I
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have installed a flood light attached to a motion
detector. That should give the fish fair warning of
a heron’s secret arrival at dusk or at dawn.

During winter, pond activity slows to a stop. We
have about six weeks during which the pond’s water
temperature stays below 45 degrees. At those tem-
peratures, the fish are unable to digest their food
and thus feeding must be discontinued. I continue
running the pump as the features of moving water
and the waterfalls are an expected component of
our landscape. Moving water also ensures that the
system’s pipes do not freeze. Ice will form on the
pond and has covered as much as 75 percent of its
surface. When the water is that cold, the fish barely
move and hug the pond’s bottom. Fortunately, such
cold snaps do not last long and the water’s temper-
ature typically recovers quickly.

Springtime spawning is a sight to behold. To get
the process started, I move a large amount of
anacharis into the pond to provide a place for the
females to lay their eggs. There is something about
the anacharis that seems to put them in the mood.
When a female is ready, the male fish chase her
back and forth across the pond, pushing and rub-
bing her and generally doing their best to get her
attention. The process is rough, almost brutal, but
very natural. Often at completion of the process,
the female fish has torn scales and ripped fins.
However, they recover quickly and seem to be fine.

It is apparent that eggs have been laid when the
pond foams from the addition of extra protein in
the water. It starts to look like someone has added
soap to the system. Our first year, I encouraged the
hatching of fry, going so far as to set up a nursery
where they would be protected from marauding
parents. We ended up with somewhere between 50
and 100 healthy fish, all of which had to be given
away. Not wanting to have to go through that
process every year, I now take steps to minimize
the number of fry that hatch. Specifically, I remove
the anacharis on which the eggs have been laid.
Also, as many eggs are laid on the sides of the Chuck’s koi have become quite tame.



ization schedule will give you
plants that make most growers
envious: two tablets per gallon pot
once a month for marginals, every
three weeks for lilies, and every
two weeks for lotuses.

People often ask, too, what
type of pot is best for growing
aquatic plants. Pots with no holes
in them keep all but the most vig-
orously growing plants under con-
trol, so long as the plants are
divided as needed. Pots with drain
holes in the bottom or the flow-
through, laundry basket, woven or
mesh type pots are often used.
Since aquatic fertilizer is usually
pushed down into the soil and covered close to the
primary growing point of the plant, it is not likely
the plant food will leach out of such pots. However,
as plant roots grow from these openings, soil is car-
ried out of the pot. This can add to the sedimenta-
ry build-up on the pond bottom, thereby accelerat-
ing the potential for anaerobic conditions that can
jeopardize your fish’s health even as lagoon condi-
tions develop that are characterized by bad odors
from the water. Should such pots be used in ponds
with gravel or other media on the bottom, the roots
can become so anchored into the substrate that
removing the pots for plant division or mainte-
nance becomes a back-wrenching chore.

Pots with holes present another drawback, too.
Not everyone starts with koi in their pond, but
eventually many of us become intrigued with
their exceptional colors, body shape, size, and
personality. Picture this scenario: both your koi
and your plants are growing beautifully.
Succulent plant roots begin to find their way out
the weaves and holes in your pots. You are busy
racing home late from work to kick off your
shoes, relax pond side, and feed your koi. When
you reach your pond, you find a cloudy and dis-
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colored pond....and one or two of your aquatic
plants have disappeared or are floating in ragged
disarray. Your koi just could not wait for you to
return home and decided to eat some plant roots!
In the ensuing feeding frenzy, the koi have dis-
turbed or even destroyed your plants. This is not
to say that koi will not root up your plants from a
holeless container, but with a layer of pea gravel
or flat river rock placed on top of your potting
soil to protect new shoots and confine the soil,
maybe overzealous koi will leave your plants
alone, or at least, their damage is minimalized.

Growing aquatic plants is one of the joys of
pondkeeping. Enjoying lush growth from these
unique plants doesn’t require special expertise or
fancy products. Stay tuned for our next feature on
winterizing your pond plants — both hardies and
tropicals! ❧

Shawn Howard and David Young both hold Bachelor
degrees in Aquatic Science from State University at
Brockport, NY, and are Aquatic Service Biologists for
Willow Pond Aqua Farms, Inc., 171 Telyea St.,
Canandaigua, NY 14424. They can be reached at 
716-396-2753.
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Growing
Aquatic
Plants

by Shawn Howard and Dave Young

quatic biologists Shawn 

and Dave take the mystery 

out of growing aquatic plants.

There are a myriad of aquatic potting soils being mar-
keted to pond owners today. Some are of kitty-litter con-
sistency, others are more of a sandy loam mixture. The
most recent soil being pushed on consumers is one com-
prised of pig and cow manure. We’ve found this soil to be
too ‘hot’ in nutrients for the garden pond ecosystem. The
plants grew beautifully in this soil, but the phosphorous
content of the mix is very conducive to growing filamen-
tous algae when it leaches into the pond. The kitty-litter
blend tends to cause pH swings that can be hard to man-
age in small systems such as water gardens, and they may
create added expense in adding buffers to the pond’s sys-
tem. Since pH swings can jeopardize the health of your
fish and inhibit the growth of some aquatic plants, it
makes more sense not to deliberately create such prob-
lematic conditions. Additionally, a portion of this soil
mixture tends to float to the surface of the pond for a few
days and creates an unattractive appearance. Sand does
not allow for a high rate of nutrient diffusion throughout

A

the growing media and has a low nutrient level of itself. 
So what works best? We have found that an 8:1 ratio

of heavy clay to topsoil is a good initial media for grow-
ing water lilies and marginals, but fertilization of the
plants is the key to plant growth success.

Many people believe water plants feed directly from
the water column. In most cases, aquatic plants feed
exclusively from the soil in which they are planted.
Notable exceptions include most of the free-floating
plants such as Salvinia and water hyacinth and sub-
merged plants like anacharis and Cabomba. Eventually,
many of your plants will exhaust the nutrients found in
the potting soil, especially if you do not follow a regimen
of annual repotting. Regular fertilization of your potted
plants with a time release fertilizer is a sure way to get
the blooms and growth you desire. There are many time
release fertilizer products claiming to feed your plants
anywhere from three months to one year. Through trial
and error, we have found that using the following fertil-

Pickerel weed, Pontederia cordata, is a hardy marginal plant that provides
blue to purple blooms in the shallows of the summer pond. Photo by H. Nash

Nymphaea ‘Mayla’ is a Kirk Strawn hardy water lily of unique and vibrant color. Photo by H. Nash



Step One:
The Frame

The first thing you do is set
the four posts in the ground
with the Redi-Mix concrete. We
recommend 20”-24” deep.  It  is
important to make sure the
posts are square. You can do
this by attaching the deck fram-
ing to the posts temporarily
with nails before you put in the
concrete. That way you can eas-
ily square the corners.  The
height must be the same on all
posts. These precautions make
construction easier, and it will
look better.  After the posts are
set up in the concrete (24
hours), you can put the framing
on permanently. We recom-
mend the use of two lag screws
that are 5” long at each inter-
section with the posts.
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HOW TO 
BUILD A
Gazebo

by Chuck Rush, Sr.

huck’s easy construction methods

make a gazebo or porch extension a

can-do project for your yard!

Tools:
Hammer, square, level, ratchet with 3/8” socket,

paint brushes, drill with
3/8”paddle bit for pilot
holes, wheelbarrow to 
mix concrete, and a post
hole digger.

C

Materials 
needed:

Our gazebo is 10 x 12 feet wide and 8 feet tall.  The
materials may be adjusted to suit the size you want for
your own gazebo. The entire project is made with
treated lumber.
• 2 gallons CWF/UV stain
• 19   2”x6” or 2”x8”x 10’ for the flooring
• 4   2”x8”x 10’ treated lumber for the frame 
• 2    2”x8”x12’ for the bottom frame
• 2    2”x8”x14’ for the top frame (extra length

allows for decorative overhang) 
• 4    4”x4” or 5”x5” x 10’ posts
• 14   2”x8” x 12’ for ceiling joists
• 29    1”x4” x 10’ for top lattice roof, spaced one

inch apart
• Simpson Rafter Ties, 2 for each rafter
• Lag screws 3/8” x 5” (You will need at least 20.) 
• 2 bags of Redi-Mix concrete

Framing boards for the top will be longer on the front and back. These will start your decorative
hang over.



Step Three: The Rafters
Install the Simpson Rafter Hangers. We put

ours on 18” centers. The rafters are  10” or 12”
longer than the top framing to give you a deco-
rative hangover on each end.

A gazebo adds more ambiance to your back-
yard landscape. It offers a cooling shelter to
enjoy your private heaven. Relaz, dine, or nap
in your own gazebo!❧
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Step Two: The Deck
The floor joists are 10 feet long and there are

4 of them, which is about 24” centers.  Nail your
deck boards to these for the flooring.
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The next step is to install your decking. You can use what you like. We recommend 5/4” or 2”.

Tips:
• Our gazebo has electrical outlets and an out-

door all-weather ceiling fan with a light. We
stained  all of the boards before putting them
up. It is easier at that time.

• We highly recommend the lag screws for
strength at all frame intersections.

• We used this same design for a smaller 8 ft x
4 ft gazebo and even a smaller one for arbors
as garden entries. 

• The Simpson Hangers make it much easier
and, we think, stronger. Most home and gar-
den stores have these.

• We painted our gazebo with CWF/UV stain.
Redwood is our choice, but if you want a softer
brown color, you can use cedar.


