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Introduction: Beauty and Tranquility


The sight and sound of water gently flowing in a pond or watercourse creates a scene of beauty and tranquility, one that can wash away the stresses of daily life. Hospitals and doctors’ surgeries feature aquariums to instill a sense of well-being in their patients. Restaurants, hotel lobbies, and many public buildings also use water features to enhance a setting and to create a feeling of peace.


Today, an entire industry has developed to meet the needs of those wishing to feature a garden pond in their immediate surroundings. The types, shapes, sizes, materials, and locations for a pond are many. It is quite possible, and becoming more popular, to own a pond that is actually indoors or located under a covered patio. In Japan and other Asian countries, outdoor ponds may extend into the home, so the owners can enjoy them regardless of the weather. Even if you have only a very small yard, you can plan and develop a magnificent pond to fit it, one to be long enjoyed by family and friends—and you.


In some basic ways, the efficient functioning of a garden pond is similar to that of an indoor aquarium. It differs most in the way the water is contained. With the many choices of materials and equipment now at your disposal, there are endless possibilities. A pond, with its special qualities of beauty and tranquility, is certainly worth the effort required in planning and construction.


Always remember that in the creation of a garden pond, especially one that will support plants and fish, you are creating a self-contained ecosystem. In such a system, everything is dependent on a successful biological balance. Careful planning is essential, and that planning is best achieved through understanding what is required and paying attention to detail.


Garden Ponds is organized to help you understand basic concepts that are the foundation of a successful pond. These concepts are presented first, in this overview, to give you an understanding of just what a garden pond is. Chapters 1–10 provide in-depth coverage of each of the critical issues, as well as technical information that will ensure your success in the planning, construction, implementation, and maintenance phases of your pond.


Basic concepts of the garden pond deal with creating a small, but healthy ecosystem outdoors in water: Just as gardens and aquariums need human intervention to be well established and to remain healthy, so, too, the garden pond requires your knowledge, care, and devotion.


[image: image]


Few things in life can match the beauty of a well-constructed pond that includes hardscapes, colorful landscape plants, and lively pond fish.


First, you need to understand some key concepts related to a garden pond environment:


• Water balance. A healthy pond has a properly balanced chemistry for the fish and plants you want to live there.


[image: image] Acidity and alkalinity are measured as pH values. The proper pH is essential for fish and plant health.


[image: image] Controlling nitrogenous compounds is important to ensure good water quality.


[image: image] Proper concentrations of calcium and magnesium salts provide appropriate water hardness.


[image: image] Water conditioners can remove disinfectants such as chloramine and chlorine that have been added to the water by your water supplier.


• Oxygen. Freshwater fish, plants, and helpful microorganisms need plenty of dissolved oxygen.


[image: image] Factors affecting oxygen levels include temperature, daylight and night, and debris in and on the water.


[image: image] Oxygen dissolves in water at the surface, so it is the surface area that determines the size of fish and plant populations.


[image: image] The depth of a pond affects its temperature.


• Mechanical Aids. Drainage, aeration, filtration, and pumps are valuable devices that can help you maintain a healthy pond.


Issues related to water quality and maintenance will influence site selection, planning, construction, stocking, and maintenance.


















	CHAPTER 1


	Determining Site, Style, and Size











Having made the decision to feature a pond in your garden or patio, the next thing to do is to consider placement, style, and size of the pond. Many factors determine these, some of which are of a negative type easy to overlook or underrate. Such negatives can turn the project into a disaster or, at the very least, cause the pond to be less efficient and thus create more maintenance work for you. Only when your options are established can you proceed with worthwhile planning.


SITE CONSIDERATIONS


You may already have an idea about where you’d like to establish your garden pond. But does that location meet all the necessary criteria? Here are some major factors to consider.


Legal Aspects


Check local zoning laws governing all aspects of garden ponds. There may be specifications relating to:


• Distance from underground piping (electric, sewage, and water) and surface structures


• The site of an aboveground pond


• Maximum water depth


• Child safety fencing


• Electrical requirements


• Connections to sewer lines


Permits and official inspections may also be needed. It is prudent to check into local codes personally or consult a professional in the area.


Climate


The climate of your region must be considered when planning a pond. Extremes in temperatures and winds will affect your pond. For instance, if the winter temperature dips below freezing for lengthy periods, and if you plan to keep fish and certain plants in the pond during this period, it must be deep enough to ensure the water doesn’t freeze to the bottom. To avoid this, a depth of at least 30 inches (93cm) is recommended (preferably more). If you plan only a small and shallow pond, you may need to house your fish indoors during the winter period. Although you can install a pond heater to prevent freezing, this can cause health problems for the fish. (See chapter 10 for more information.)


In addition, cold winds will lower the surface water temperature of small shallow ponds, so you’ll need some form of windbreak. It should not be solid; this merely creates turbulence. Far better choices are a trellis-type fence, bushes, small conifer trees (in suitable containers), or a wall of ornamental building blocks. These windbreaks reduce the strength of the wind but do not stop it.


[image: image]


If your backyard will be shrouded in ice through the winter, your garden pond will need to be deep enough to provide refuge for its fish. When designing your pond, take into account annual temperature extremes.


If you live in a region that has hot summers (temperatures exceeding 90 degrees Fahrenheit/32 degrees Celsius), the pond must have some shade during the hottest part of the day. Plants and fish require a minimum of six hours of sunlight a day to thrive, but too much sunlight can raise the water temperature and adversely affect its residents. This will happen if there is no shading and if the pond is too shallow. Fish can be stressed and suffer from sunburn, and their colors can fade.


In certain regions, high winds during the summer can form small whirlwinds that dump sandlike soil into the pond. If this is the case in your area, again, some form of windbreak will be needed for protection.


[image: image]


For tropical or desert climates, be sure to choose a location with partial shade.


Trees


A beautiful garden featuring a number of mature trees might sound like an idyllic setting for a garden pond. The shade of a tree on hot summer days, as well as protection from inclement weather, make trees and ponds seem a marriage made in heaven. However, you would do well to consider carefully the kinds of trees and their locations.


For example, if you locate your pond too close to trees, that will increase the amount of maintenance needed, such as removing any leaves that fall into the water before they can decay and cause water-quality problems. This must be done daily, either manually or through use of a skimmer installed in the pond. Small branches that have fallen into the pond can create unwanted vegetation there. Birds perching on branches over the pond will foul the water as will any resins extruded from conifers.


[image: image]


Trees add dimension to a garden pond but can create nightmare chores when they drop their leaves. If you plan accordingly, even the disaster shown here can be managed with the proper equipment.


The shade from a mature and spreading tree may reduce the amount of sunlight that reaches the pond. It is also important to learn what type of root system a given tree species has. Some trees have more extensive roots than do others.


The general rule is that a pond site is best no closer to a tree than a distance equal to the height of the tree, or about 50 feet (15m) away, whichever is less.


Utility Services


It’s also important to find out where utility lines are located on your property so you do not place your pond over or too close to these. Water pipes, sewer pipes, inspection covers, electricity lines, and any other pipes or cables that may cross the area where you hope to site your pond will usually appear on your property ground plan. Don’t hesitate to contact the appropriate utility service authority and have someone come out to mark your property so you’ll know what areas to avoid. It’s also possible that a previous owner of the property could have installed piping or cabling for which he or she did not obtain appropriate permissions; it’s a good idea to have a backup plan in case you have to alter the design of your pond or possibly relocate it.


Be cognizant as well of overhead cables or tall poles that may be located above or near your favored site. When the pool is full of water, you may see their reflections. If you think that will bother you, seek a site where you will see only blue skies reflected.


The final point to consider about utilities is proximity. The farther away your pond is from utilities, the more costly it will be to connect them. When the distance is more than 100 feet (30m), there is a loss in electrical power and water pressure, a loss that increases as the distance increases.


Ground Suitability


You must view the ground of a potential pond site from two perspectives. One is its horizontal suitability: Is it level or sloping? The second is in its vertical suitability: What lies under the surface?


Horizontal. A sloping site has advantages and disadvantages depending on your design. On the beneficial side, you can use the slope to create a waterfall or a two-tier pond arrangement or to create a rock garden or other backdrop to the pond. The major disadvantage is that the slope can flood at its lowest point during heavy rains. You can overcome such a situation by building a partially raised pond. Additionally, if the soil is soft soil, the pond’s walls should be reinforced to protect against collapse due to flooding.


Vertical. Because this is the only aspect you cannot actually see, you must undertake a certain amount of work to establish your chosen site’s viability. If you’re fortunate, the land will be really nice soil, easy to excavate. If the soil is hard, rocky, or sandy, you may have to reconsider the choice of a site. A simple way to learn what the soil conditions are is to dig test holes in various locations. You can do this with a spade, or if you prefer, you can rent a power auger, which will make the process go faster and will be much easier on your back!


[image: image]


Your pond site may require extensive excavation. Be sure you are up for the challenge and the ground you have chosen is suitable for digging.


POND STYLES


Every pond landscape is a unique expression of the owner’s sense of what constitutes beauty, and the potential to be creative is limitless. The aesthetic element of pond design begins with style.


As mentioned earlier, a pond can be either formal or informal, below ground or above. A formal pond has a geometric shape. It forms a rectangle, square, circle, or other shape in which the outline is composed of straight or curved lines, or a combination, resulting in a clearly symmetrical (thus unnatural) shape. In contrast, an informal shape has a very natural look, with little suggestion of symmetry.


Generally, an informal pond is below ground level because this is where you would find a natural pond. It is more complicated, thus more costly, to build an informal pond above the ground and still preserve its natural look. In certain instances, however, landscapers have achieved success with raised informal ponds by placing them at a low point in a raised landscape.


With a formal pond, you have an unnatural shape, which means it will be suitable at or below ground level or partially or totally above. Most ponds seen in the gardens and palaces of the Egyptian, Greek, Roman, and Chinese civilizations were of the formal type because they blended well with the architectural styles of those times. Informal ponds became popular in Japan early on but didn’t gain wider popularity until the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, with the development of the classic English Romantic-style gardens. Today, many pond owners utilize Japanese landscaping features.


[image: image]


A naturalistic pond such as this one looks as though it has always been a part of the landscape. To achieve this effect, choose your site wisely and take your design cues from Mother Nature.


People who plan to have a pond in a patio or very close to the house often favor the formal pond. If you have only a small yard, a partly or totally raised formal pond can be the best choice. It is easier to build and to maintain. An informal pond begs to have a blending landscape around it, and space may not allow for this unless you’re willing to settle for a smaller pond than you may have wanted.


[image: image]


The strong unnatural lines found in constructions such as this formal pond add a sense of architectural detail to the garden setting.


A fully aboveground pond, however, is problematic in regions prone to subzero temperatures. They will lose heat more rapidly and thus may freeze to the pond floor, unless sufficiently insulated or heated or both.


Although we live in an age in which trends and fashionable thinking change quickly, this is not the case with garden ponds. A traditional, formal style born from centuries of knowledge still holds sway and can prove the safest path to follow when choosing a pond and deciding the most attractive way to landscape it.


However, the present landscape of your garden and the style of your home may call for something less traditional, something informal.


Formal ponds are best suited for the following landscapes and houses:


• The garden design is of the grid style; the lawn has a distinct geometric shape.


• The garden has the look of manicured neatness. Flower beds are organized, with no suggestion that Mother Nature was on their design team.


• The garden features statues, furniture, and other adornments based on classic (such as Greek or Roman) styles and materials. Pathways do not meander.


• The house is of a modern design and features bold geometric shapes.


Informal ponds are best suited for the following landscapes and houses:


• The garden rambles, with a pathway that meanders around a lawn of no particular shape, and bushes, shrubs, and rockeries are placed in a seemingly haphazard manner.


• The garden has a natural country look to it, featuring some wild plant areas, an herb garden, rustic outbuildings, and styled wooden decorations.


• The garden features rocks, country-style furniture of natural wood, and pathways utilizing flagstone, red brick, or similar natural stonework.


• The house has an older look and may feature exposed beams in the Tudor style or has ivy, clematis, or other climbing plants adorning its brickwork or on nearby walls.


A garden landscape may have elements that favor both formal and informal pond styles. In this case, you need to consider your proposed site, its landscape elements, and which of these you could easily change to better suit the pond style you prefer. A garden pond project may be short term in its establishment, but the pond may become a long-term project when considered as part of the total landscape. It is best to consider the whole and think long term as you may want to modify the entire scenic view to better suit your preference for a given pond style.


POND SIZE


In determining pond size, the rule of thumb is that the pond should be neither too large nor too small for the available space. For instance, while you can use an internal or under-gravel filter in a small pond, a large pond will require space for an external filter system. If the site for the pond is small, however, you must allow for room to move around the pond to attend to its maintenance. If the pond size you would like would prevent or hinder this, it is wise to reduce it.


Size also depends on whether you wish the pond to be the main focal point of your garden or merely one of many features in a landscape containing numerous attractions. In the latter case, you will want not a grand pond but rather a small one that provides an interesting spot where you and your friends can stop awhile to chat and see the fish, wildlife, and plants on view in your watery oasis.


Bear in mind as well that the size of the pond will determine the population of fish. This is because the surface area, not its depth, controls the amount of oxygen the water can absorb. This in turn controls the number or length of the fish that can survive in the pond without the need to supply them with additional oxygen by mechanical means. We will discuss this aspect in greater detail in chapter 4.


Finally, the amount of cash available for all pond and landscaping costs will determine just how ambitious you can be. It is important not to compromise quality in your pond decision making. It is far better to scale back on size than to invest in inferior materials or operating systems (pumps, filters, drains). Make sure the entire pond project is made of high-quality material, thus ensuring longevity of wear. This means you may have to complete other aspects of scenic landscaping in stages when funds are available. Nothing is more annoying than encountering problems, such as pond leaks or inefficient filters, just when you thought you had completed the project!


[image: image]


A long, narrow pond is suitable for this small yard.


















	CHAPTER 2


	Pond Materials











Installing a garden pond has never been easier, thanks to the many options for materials, equipment, and accessories now available. The range is wide enough to satisfy all tastes and budgets. Before deciding on a direction, shop around to see how extensive the garden pond range of products is. Collect catalogs and give yourself plenty of time before settling on which materials, equipment, and accessories will be best for you.


PREFORMED PONDS


The preformed or molded pond, also known as a rigid liner, is the most popular for smaller ponds. It is the easiest (thus quickest) to install, has a long service life (twenty to fifty-plus years depending on material), and is puncture proof. It is also available in a range of styles and sizes, a number of colors, and two texture finishes—smooth or uneven. The material used in its manufacture is either rigid plastic (high-density polyethylene at the top end of the range, with a twenty-plus-year life) or fiberglass (a minimum of 0.25in [6.3mm] thick for the best quality and with a fifty-plus-year life).
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