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Water Gardening Basics

DESIGN
· Location

· Size/Shape

· Expectations of homeowner – level of involvement

CONSTRUCTION

· Bigger is better

· Depth

· Codes and ordinances

· Figuring liner size

· Pumps

· Filters

· Waterfalls

PLANTS

· Hardy vs. Tropical

· Emergent/Floating/Submerged

FISH

· Goldfish

· Koi

AQUATIC PLANT DESIGN

Have an intent when selecting aquatic and surrounding terrestrial plants -  do not just pick every one you like.  Think carefully about each spot in the pond and how it could be appropriately accented.  Draw a sketch and let the design evolve as you consider these points:

Use a style in keeping with other elements in the garden.  A naturalistic setting will look best with an aquatic plant arrangement as you might see in and along a lake or pond.  On the other hand, a formal style might look best with a symmetrical aquatic plant arrangement.

Leave the view open.  Select lower growing plants for areas from which the pond will be viewed.  Use the taller ones for upright accent along the sides and background of the water garden.

Aim for an uncrowded appearance.  Leave about one third of the water surface uncovered by foliage.  When initially ordering plants check on ultimate size to make sure plants will not outgrow the pond.  If you must have a specific plant that grows large in a small pond, try potting it up in a smaller container to restrict its growth.

Avoid lining plants up in a row on a shelf.  Pick a few sections on the shelved area where you can concentrate several containers filled with one kind of plant and leave other spaces on the shelves open.  If the shelves are too narrow, create more breadth by grouping two containers on the shelf and put one more in front of them, raised up on bricks.  Interesting shelves can be built right into the pond during excavation to include space for thick masses of bog plants.

Echo colors, textures and forms.  Achieve unity by repeating a color, texture or form both in the aquatic and terrestrial plants.

Contrast colors, textures and forms.    Have one or a few bold accent plant(s) when appropriate.  This can be a specimen variety, which draws attention by the very fact that there is nothing else like it in the landscape.  Surrounding plants can be simplified to bring it greater attention.


Repeat plants in masses.  Use multiple bog plants in a large container as you can fit for a full effect, or group several smaller containers of the same plant variety together for real impact.  As they become crowded, propagate them and establish more of the plants (as long as there is space).  This most closely resembles nature’s design; using few varieties in masses and repeating them.

Terrestrial Plantings

Complement terrestrial plantings with your aquatic plantings.  There are two different approaches to planting the area directly surrounding a water garden.


When surrounding plantings are widely varying in color, texture and form, the attention will be drawn to them. In this case, keep the planting inside the pond simple.  The overall effect becomes too busy when containing quantities of widely varying plants.  For example, when the landscape around a pond includes a multitude of colors, texture and forms.  Try growing just water lilies in the pond and make them all on color.

When surrounding plantings are masses of more uniform colors, texture and forms, these will make a nice framework for colorful water gardens.  In this case you might want to use a greater variety of aquatic plants (although a simple design might also be appropriate).  For example, when the landscape around a pond contains mostly evergreens and few other colors, textures or forms, try growing a mixture of water lily colors as well as some masses of bog plants for accent.

Aim for Seasonal Variation
Aquatic plants might be grown for foliage effect, flower blossoms, or both.  Different varieties bloom at different times of the year (although there are currently no evergreen aquatics grown for container use in ponds).  The earliest blooming bog plant is the iris.  Iris do not continue to bloom throughout the summer so are considered a foliage accent plant after blooming.  Pickerel Rush, on the other hand, has a later blooming , long lasting flower.  At the beginning of the summer it is a foliage accent.  Plan the landscaping around the pond deliberately so you end up with harmonious plant combinations.  Pay attention to the blooming season and length of blooming listed in reference books.  The garden might be designed so that specific terrestrial plants are dominant features during the time when aquatic plants are just coming out of or going into dormancy.

Keep Maintenance in Mind

Remember that you will need to fertilize and trim the aquatic plants.  Locate them where they can be easily reached.

Don’t Forget the submerged plants!

These will be barely visible and can be placed on the pond bottom, wherever they fit.  Plant one dozen bunches in one “mini pan” and stock one “mini pan” per ten square feet of pond surface area.  In larger ponds plant several dozen bunches of submerged plants in tubs to avoid the cluttering of many smaller containers.  These plants thrive on the same nutrients that algae does and when planted at the above rate, will compete with and starve out the algae.  This balance improves water clarity.

Use these points as guidelines to create a lovely aquatic planting design that blends in nicely with other plantings in your garden.

Emergent, Floaters and Submerged Plants by Common Name

Emergents

Arrowhead
Sagittaria latifolia


Blue Iris
Iris versicolor


Bog Bean
Menyanthes trifoliate


Bog Lily
Crinum americanum


Cattail
Typha latifolia


Chinese Water Chestnut
Eleocharis dulcis


Double Yellow Water Iris
Iris pseudacorus ‘FloraPlena’


Dwarf Papyrus
Cyperus haspans


Eolian iris
Iris ‘Eolian’


Floating Heart
Nymphoides pleltata


Golden Club
Orontium aquaticum


Graceful Cattail
Typha laxmannii


Green Taro
Colocasia esculenta


Her Highness Iris
Iris ‘Her Highness’


Horsetail
Equisetum hyemale


Kermesina Iris
Iris versicolor ‘Kermesina’


Lizards Tail
Saururus cernuus


Parrot’s Feather
Myriophyllum aquaticum


Pickerel Rush
Pontederia cordata


Red Iris
Iris fulva


Siberian Iris
Iris siberica


Spider Lily
Hymenocallis liriosme


Spike Rush
Eleocharis montevidensis


Sweet Flag
Acorus calamus


Umbrella Palm 
Cyperus alternifolius


Violet-stemmed Taro
Colocasia esculenta ‘Fontanesia’


Water Arum
Peltandra virginica


Water Canna
Canna Hybrids


Water Poppy
Hydrocleys nymphoides


Yellow Snowflake
Nymphoides germinata


Yellow Water Iris
Iris pseudacorus

Floating Plants


Azolla, Fairy Moss

Azolla carliniana


Duckweed

Lemna spp.


Salvinia

Salvinia rotundifolia


Water Hyacinth

Eichhornia crassipes


Water Lettuce

Pistia stratiotes


Wolffia

Wolffia arrhiza


Submerged Plants


Anacharis, Water Weed

Elodea canadensis


Cabomba, Fish Grass

Cabomba caroliniana


Dwarf Sagittaria

Sagittaria subulata


Water Celery, Eel Grass

Vallisneria americana


Water Milfoil

Myriophyllum spp.

CREATING A CONTAINER WATER GARDEN

For the avid gardener with space or time limitations, containers have always been the answer.  With ingenuity and a little work, the home gardens can create a little water world as lovely as the garden pond, in a container.  There are endless possibilities:  large ceramic crocks, old wash pots or horse troughs, and even old bathtubs (with a little camouflage) have been use to good results.

The most economical and easily available large container is a half whiskey barrel.  Whiskey barrels must be lined to prevent the leaching of alcohol into the water, and to keep the barrel watertight.  PVC liners are available in a five foot by five-foot size, large enough for any barrel.  The liner is fitted loosely into the barrel and filled with water.  When the barrel is filled, excess liner can be trimmed off and the liner secured to the rim with wood staples.

The best site for your barrel is where it will receive a ½ day sun with afternoon shade, as too much sun will heat the water and kill fish and plants.  Avoid placing under trees, which would drop debris in the water.  It should be where you can see and enjoy it – on your patio, in the courtyard, or under you kitchen window.  Obviously, your barrel pond should be placed where you want it before you fill and stock it.

A single barrel can contain a potted water lily, a pan of submerged grasses, such as Anacharis or Cabomba, and a potted bog plant.  There are a number of hardy lilies which stay small and do well in tubs: Hermine, Helvola, Chromatella, Graziela or Froebeli.  Tropical lilies such as Dauben, Colorata or Marian Strawn also stay small enough to grow well in a container.  Bog plants small in scale and delicate in leaf, such as Dwarf Bamboo, Chinese Water Chestnut or Dwarf papyrus add a tall accent to the container.  Submerged plants keep the water clearer by competing with algae and also offer fish oxygen and cover.

A large container, such as a barrel will accommodate a single lotus plant.  The lotus tuber can be planted directly into the lined barrel, half filled with good rich topsoil.  It needs to be planted with the growing tin above the soil, and then water is added up to the top of the barrel.  A layer of small gravel finishes off the planting.

After planting, the container can be stocked with a pair of small goldfish, fantails are excellent, and two pairs of snails.  The goldfish east mosquito larvae and insects are excellent and the snails graze on the algae along the side of the container.

THE SECRETS OF CLEAR WATER

Relaxing by cool, clear shimmering water, watching fish swimming lazily about and drinking in the serene beauty of water lilies, these are the joys of water gardening.  One stumbling block to enjoying a pond is how to get that water to clear up.  It is deceptively easy; all you need to do is add the proper ingredients, keep the filter cleaned and let the pond to all the work.

First we must distinguish between the two basic types of algae.  The moss-like algae which grows on the sides of the pond is actually desirable and is not a type which clouds the water.  To prevent excessive growth of this algae, scavengers, such as snails, can be used to graze it.  The unicellular type of algae is the culprit of “pea soup” green or cloudy water.

Now for the ingredients - they are: patience, plants, scavengers and a filter system (optional).  The most important factor is patience, as a new pond (or one just cleaned) will turn cloudy and have some algae.  DO NOT DRAIN the pond.  The water must age and the microorganism and plant populations must establish themselves.  An algaecide can be used during this period to keep the algae growth under control.  Remember an algaecide only acts on existing algae and treatment will not keep a pond clear indefinitely.  It is a temporary control and will not change conditions in the pond causing algae.

Plants are the secret to clearing up a pond and keeping it clear.  They starve the algae by absorbing the carbon dioxide and mineral salts essential for algae to grow.  The submerged grasses are especially effective in controlling algae.  Water lilies are helpful because their pads shade out a good bit of sunlight.  A good rule of thumb for stocking submerged grasses is to stock one bunch of grasses per 1-2 square foot of pond.  Several bunches can be potted together.  Water lily pads should cover 50-60% of the surface of the water.

Scavengers, in addition to grazing hair-like algae will also eat leftover fish food.  This is important because fish will not eat leftover food.  Feed fish only what they will eat in 5-10 minutes.  Leftover fish food with rot and foul the water.

Careful selection of natural materials mentioned above can lead to a clear pond.  However, a filter system is a great time saver in clearing a pond and keeping it clear.  Filters remove algae, fish wastes, and any particulate matter clouding a pond.  Because a filter is so efficient in removing matter from the pond, the pond is less likely to become cloudy.

Sometimes a clear pond will become cloudy.  Several factors can determine this, for example, an overfeeding or drastic weather changes have occurred.  During the spring and fall especially, the plants are not as active and algae can take over.

If using a porous container for your water garden, such as terra cotta pots or concrete tubes, care must be take to seal the material.  Drylok Masonry Waterproofer or similar sealer can be painted on and its dark color makes the container look deeper and more natural.

Winter Care

Winter care for these small gardens require some small tasks.  Before a hard frost, remove all tropical plant material.  Most tropical water plants are treated as annuals and are discarded.  If you wish to carry them over the winter, Cypress, callas and cannas tend to do the best inside a sunny window.  Hardy lilies plants can be stored in a dark cool area.  Fish can be put into an aquarium for the winter.
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