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No matter how much I talk or write or think about how I use
water in landscapes, it never ceases to fascinate me. From child-
hood days of playing in the rain and watching as water formed
puddles, flowed along gutters and ultimately disappeared into
storm drains through to my grown-up work as a watershape
designer and installer, this fundamental amazement and the
intrinsic appeal of water have always been part of my life.

Along the way, I’ve always been interested in the language as-
sociated with things aquatic and how words tell water’s story.
Thirst, quench, drench, roil, gush, splash, trickle, rain, wave,
surf,bathe, float, tidal, gurgle,dive, freeze,boil, cascade, rivulet,
torrent, cleanse, soothe, refresh – these and many other color-
ful, evocative words speak directly to a vast array of life experi-
ences, images and sensations that cut to our emotional and spir-
itual cores.

This is where watershaping starts for me: When I’m design-
ing any type of feature, these words and associations are never
far from my mind. I use them as tools the way other people work
with pencils and paper, drawing on a powerful, shared lexicon
as the basis for my interactions with clients and in finding ways
to use water effectively on their behalf.

sense of place
In effect, I see watershaping as an exercise in frame-mak-

ing: We are in the business of finding the best ways to frame
this wondrous material, and the physical possibilities we work
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To Colorado pond/stream spe-
cialist Dave Garton, a certain ‘flex-
ible responsiveness’ is the qual-
ity of utmost importance in all of
his watershape designs.  It’s an
approach, he says, that calls for a
keen understanding both of the
setting and of what makes his
clients tick – a dual awareness he
puts on eloquent display here in
discussing how he maximizes the
personal appeal of his designs
even as he works across a broad
range of project types and styles. 

By 
Dave

Garton

©2009 WaterShapes. Reproduced by permission.



with are as infinite and varied as is this
most primal of nature’s elements.

In philosophical terms,this means that
I don’t see what I do as creating water-
features; instead, what I do is forge links
between the water and surrounding
spaces. Sometimes that means con-
necting ponds with distant mountain
views. Other times, it’s about fashion-
ing intimate gardens in the confines of
small corners of clients’ backyards – or
establishing flows alongside paths con-
necting one space to another.

Although this is largely an intuitive
process, I consider a clear set of timbers
as part of the framing process – typical-
ly starting with the visual boundaries of
the space.

Working mostly in the glorious Rocky
Mountains, I’m often confronted by ex-
pansive views and by the need to use wa-
ter to create elegant visual transitions
from private spaces to the seemingly in-
finite grandeur of the natural landscape.
There’s no way to “compete” with such
vistas, so the challenge comes by way of
creating the feeling of linkage between
what I’m doing and what everyone who
enters these spaces will immediately see.

The viewers in these cases come away
with the impression that there is no sep-
aration between the distant prospect and
a scene that is only a few feet away – or
right where they’re standing.

Not all of my clients, of course, have
such views at their disposal. When I
work instead within discernible con-
fines – surrounding fences or hedges or
tree lines or walls or homes – my goal
is to establish intricate, intimate
tableaux that have their own internal
charm and variously engaging details.
These concentrated designs very often
will complement adjacent structures,
harmonizing with their colors, lines and
textures. It’s typically work on a small-
er scale, but it conjures the same sorts
of visual and emotional linkages I seek
in more open spaces.

My approach to scale, incidentally,was
changed forever during 2007, when, for
some reason, I found myself doing sev-
eral projects in which I contributed wa-
terfeatures to the landscapes of elabo-
rate G-scale model railroads. These were
fascinating projects, basically because
they forced me to abandon my conven-
tionally naturalistic, Rocky Mountain-
sized approaches to scale as well as per-
spective.

Those railway projects were unusu-
al, to be sure, but they made me aware
of how details functioned on much
smaller scales than those in which I’d
been accustomed to working. Rather
than letting water elements take over and
become expressions of my own expec-
tations and ego,ever since those railroad

projects I’ve become even more sensi-
tive to surrounding environments and
have seen the advantages this fresh out-
look has given me in creating visual link-
ages and establishing frames within
smaller settings.

cerebral landscapes
Water also has a kinetic side of which

I’m very well aware – especially in pro-
jects where it moves along some kind of
pathway or thoroughfare. In these cases,
I’m conscious of how people will pass
through the space relative to the water’s
movement and see this as another way to
frame their aquatic experiences.

I recently, for example, completed a
project for a couple in which the husband
had created a series of flat, curving con-
crete paths through the backyard to make
things easy on his wife,who uses a wheel-
chair. These structures tightened the
spaces I had to work with,but that didn’t
relieve me of the responsibility I had to

I learned a lot about how I approach the design
process a couple years back when, for some
reason, I found myself involved in a number of
garden-railway projects.  The attention to de-
tail required to make these clients happy was
phenomenal:  It forced me reconsider the
grander, Rocky Mountain-scale with which I
was so familiar and taught me to look at scale
and perspective in much more intimate ways.
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create features that looked good and that
were interesting up close while comple-
menting a distant vista.

In this case, I used the water to convey
a rhythm,starting with a quiescent pond
that fed brisk streams and falls that
flowed eventually to a tranquil collec-
tion pond. I had only a few inches of ver-
tical transition available to conjure these
effects – a situation that isn’t unusual for
me despite the fact I work in a moun-
tainous place.

If you know what you’re doing with
moving water, you’re aware that you
don’t really need dramatic elevation
changes to create beautiful, flowing
streams. The water can be induced to
gurgle,bounce,sheet,drop and have dif-
ferent sounds. In fact, an orchestra can
be conjured with a small vertical drop,
and I often end up toning these elements
down,using subtle methods of conceal-
ing water sources and making them seem
as natural as possible as they emerge from
around flat rocks or small welling pools.

This lower-key approach is applied

This project was all about accommodating
specific client needs.  The husband had set
up these concrete pathways for his wheelchair-
using wife, and it was my responsibility to use
them to frame a watershape that not only
looked good but would also brighten their ex-
perience of their yard and the views it offered.
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even in my large,more dramatic systems:
I like horizontal rockwork, subtle wa-
terfalls, cascading streams and glassy, re-
flective surfaces. In the natural hierar-
chy of the world, water elements are
lowest, so to have water sources placed
at artificially high levels simply isn’t ap-
propriate. As I see it, if anything is go-
ing to compete with the verticality of the
Rockies, it’s a challenge best left to trees! 

In all of this, I am aware of the fact
that, to be truly effective as a designer, I
must occupy the environments that ex-
ist in the minds of my clients. I’ve found
that if I listen carefully and am patient
about the process, most people actual-
ly have wonderful capacities to visualize
what they want. They might not be par-
ticularly adept at expressing those desires,
but if I take my time and listen, I’ve al-
ways been able to extract what they’re
“seeing” and combine their ideas with
my own.

That’s part of why I call my Lakewood,
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Colo.-based company Lawn Chair Productions: It’s a quirky
name, of course, but more important, it speaks to the fact that
with every project I tackle, I just sit with my clients,often as not
in lawn chairs, and spend time looking with them at spaces
where water will be placed.

Much of the time,we don’t even speak directly about the pro-
ject. Instead,we let the conversation wander where it will across
a range of subjects. Invariably, this non-directed, restful con-
versation takes on meditative qualities that end up giving me
valuable insights into what they’re imagining.

people and nature
I believe that all of the sitting and looking is very important,

because the places I chose to sit with them are precisely the points
from which my clients will observe and generally come to en-
joy their watershapes – resting by the water, relaxing and allow-
ing their minds to drift. By placing them in that spot and fos-
tering a contemplative outlook, I help them unlock their ideas

and develop their own sense of the frames we’re developing.
This method is so effective that even when clients resist in-

vesting their time in this way, I have taken to insisting (gently,
of course) on their participation as a pre-condition for my tak-
ing on their projects. I do so knowing that, with some of my
clients, projects have taken up to three years to take shape in
their minds’ eyes!

These conversations, as suggested above, take place in a
spot I’ve selected as a point of departure in organizing pri-
mary focal points. Once preliminary ideas begin to emerge,
we can move to other locations – opposite angles, for exam-
ple, or views through windows or along projected pathways.
During this time, I’m paying very careful attention and glean
the minutest details of how the clients think, drawing spe-
cific inspiration from how they’ve decorated and organized
their homes. (As a rule, their book collections offer verita-
ble treasure chests of insight.)

Sometimes, for example, if I’ve noticed that clients have an
extremely orderly garage, it prompts me to think of more struc-
tured designs with distinct boundaries and lines. If that same
garage is a mess, I look for other cues that indicate a more chaot-
ic or freewheeling lifestyle and may light on a more naturalis-
tic treatment in which the water is fused almost imperceptibly
into the landscape.

There are no hard-and-fast rules in this process: Every client
and every setting are different, and I rely on my years of experi-
ence in organizing outdoor spaces to drive a highly individual-
ized, highly intuitive collaboration.

Although I often work on grand projects that take advantage of the Rocky
Mountains, a great many of my clients live on the flats in lots that offer
little or nothing by way of elevation change.  As I see it, these projects
give me the opportunity to frame the experience of the great outdoors
in confined spaces by subtly contouring their yards and using small ver-
tical drops that bring sound and the visual joys of water in motion into
their lives.
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Through the past few years, I’ve found myself taking on more and
more projects in which I’ve combined the natural sensibilities of pond-
craft with the distinctly formal characteristics of architecture.  In many
of these situations, I end up working with contrasts and finding ways
to create the impression that old fountains have been around so long
and have been the subject of such neglect that purely natural ecosys-
tems have taken up residence in the water. 

I generally start with square or rectangular ponds framed in weath-
ered stone – perfect design solutions in courtyards or other small
spaces because they work so well with other structures (including
nearby swimming pools) and create general feelings of the unex-
pected.  They also can be used to inject a sense of timelessness, as
though these aged structures had been battling with nature for
decades or even centuries. 

Some of these watershapes are very small (and inexpensive) – some-
times no more than small flows of water brimming out of a square
basin into a surrounding bed of river rocks.  Others are elaborate (and
costly), as was the case with a project I did last year in which an ex-
tremely expensive carved-stone Spanish basin from the 1600s was de-
ployed as a sculptural feature that flows in spring, summer and fall but
is dry through the winter. 

In many of these architectural features, I still use natural stone with-
in the confines of the frames, along with aquatic plantings and fish
in some cases.  The concept is that you approach a feature that ap-
pears to be architectural and in harmony with adjacent structures or
formal spaces, but when you get close enough to peer down into
the water, you discover and are rewarded by the presence of nature
in wild-seeming forms. 

– D.G.

right angles
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Once a clear set of ideas forms in my
mind, I become far more specific in
making suggestions. This is when I find
out how well I’ve managed to align my
insights with the realities of my clients’
ideas and visualizations. Most of the
time, I come very close, but there have
been cases where I’ve made suggestions
that haven’t caught hold – so I’ll back up
and offer alternatives, comforted by the
fact that it’s often just as important to
know what clients don’t like.

Atop all of this is the fact that my clien-
tele’s tastes are subject to trends that
come and go. A case in point is that ban-

ner year of 2007,when outdoor railways
seemed to be on more than a few minds
hereabouts. But there are also larger,
non-localized trends that come into play,
such as the ongoing cocooning trend and
the desire many folks have to establish
backyard oases – or the vogue for inter-
activity and the desire to create safe play
areas for children and even pets.

The outcomes with the latter trend
have often been fun, as in designing
streams that are set up in such a way that
kids can build dams, redirect the water,
have boat races or simply float leaves or
twigs down their streams. (I know it is

a successful project when I turn around
and the kids and family pets are already
wading in the water!)  On an adult lev-
el, this has often meant positioning large,
solid, flat rocks at the water’s edge for sit-
ting or for close observation of ponds or
streams. Occasionally, it means setting
up shallow areas to attract birds.

In sum, I design with water in such
ways that my clients are able to enjoy and
appreciate their lives relative to the wa-
ter and in conjunction with the natural
world in which we all live.

To me, that’s what “framing”water is
really all about.

It intrigues me that my work on highly detailed, smaller-scale and (often)
flat-lot projects has had so much influence on the way I now approach pro-
jects in far broader settings.  In listening carefully to my clients and work-
ing deliberately to determine their needs and desires, I often find my-
self using lower-key approaches – even in grand spaces.  

©2009 WaterShapes. Reproduced by permission.


