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An elegant pond home to colorful
and beloved koi makes the garden
of Charlie and Theresa Converse
a winning lakefront landscape.

his landscaping story begins in the
early 1980s when Charlie and Theresa
Converse lived in Rochester, New York.
A friend had a kei pond that intrigued
and inspired them.

“We were drawn to the koi,” said Theresa, "and
we both liked the concept of having a pond and the
sound of running water.”

The couple started with a store-bought pond and
one fish, but the koi collection quickly grew to 38 after
they purchased additional fish and those had babies.
They also rescued damaged koi and nursed them
back to health. They decided to add another pond.

“Everything my husband does is larger than life,”
Theresa said. “Pretty soon, he had a backhoe and
was building a larger pond from scratch.”

When Charlie retired from his job as line forman
for the Rochester Gas and Electric Company in late
2001, the couple decided to move south, in part
because koi prefer long, warm summers.

“In New York we only had about three months
of weather that was warm enough for them,” said
Theresa. “The water has to be 55 degrees [Fahrenheit]
for the fish to awaken from dormancy. In Rochester,
sometimes it was May before they became active.”
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Theresa discovered Smith Mountain Lake while
traveling for her job as a healthcare consultant. She
visited Roanoke and and fell in love with the area. In

- March 2002, thev came to look at property. Charlie
didn't plan to be on the water, but Theresa really
wanted a lakefront home.

“Charlie grew up on a lake in New York, so |
hired a fishing guide to take him out. I told him, 'If

vou come back with a big fish, we'll buy a lakefront

home." He joked that it would have to be a big fish.
Six hours later, he came back with a string of three
huge fish. When he held them at chest level, the tails
touched the ground. So we bought a lakefront lot and
built an Arts and Crafts-style house.”
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After purchasing a lot in The Water's Edge,
challenges started to arise. The couple’s Rochester
house sold before their lake house was finished.
They had to move the koi from the sold property,
but the proposed ponds at the lake had not yet been
built. After some brainstorming, they hit on the idea
of temporarily housing the fish in a 4-foot-deep
above-ground swimming pool

Once the lake house was ready, they bought large
plastic bins to transport the fish. They put enough
water into large plastic bags to cover the fishes’
backs, put one to three fish (depending on their
size) into each bag, filled the bags with pure oxygen
that would disseminate into the water slowly, and
knotted them closed. Each bag of fish went into
separate plastic bins, which were stacked in lavers
and filled the bed of the couple’s pickup truck.

“We had no idea what would happen to them,”
Theresa recalled. “We drove nonstop for 10 hours
to get them to Virginia. It was midnight when we
arrived at the house.” '

Immediately, the Converses released the koi into
another above-ground swimming pool they had
prepped in their garage. There, the fish awaited their
new outdoor home.

The Converses built a series of naturalistic ponds
and streams that wandered through the back woods
on their gently sloping lot. After a few years, they
decided a more formal design would better suit
the style of their house. They drew up rough plans
for the design they envisioned, and then brought
in Lynchburg-based landscape architect Norman
Tharpe to finalize and implement the design with
assistance from nearby Lakescapes Nursery.
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“We looked into several people, but chose Norman
because he has the most experience at the lake with
koi,” said Theresa, noting Tharpe’s 30 years of
expertise in design, installation and maintenance of
water gardens and koi ponds around the region.

Unfortunately, the home's septic lines ran right
through where thev wanted the upper pond. They
solved the problem by building a shallow, above-
ground “settling” pond five feet lower than the deck
off the back of the house. Well above ground and over
the septic lines, the upper pond is too shallow for
fish. Instead, the Converses planted water hvacinths,
an ideal plant for biofiltration to purify the water that
cascades to the fish pond below. The lower pond’s
depth (6-8 feet) and steep sides provide no access for
wading, foiling local herons that would relish a feast
of koi. '

A stone wall hides the mechanics of the raised pond,
and blends with the stone fireplace on the deck. To this
hardscape, the Converses have planted a garden that
focuses on foliage with various textures and myriad
shades of green, blue, vellow and red.

“There’s not a lot of color,” said Theresa, “and no
annuals,”

Instead, the couple has planted hostas, euonymous,
nandina, spirea, lorapetalum, rhododendrons and
azaleas,

Charlie and Theresa Converse are passionate about
koi and about landscaping. These two loves are a
winning combination for this year's Lovely Laker
Landscape Contest. The couple takes home 51,000
in credit to use on plants, materials or anything else
available at Lakescapes Nursery.

Catriona Tudor Erler is a freclance garden writer,
photographer and speaker who divides her Hme between
Smith Mountain Lake and Charlottesville. She is Hiwe
author of nine books on gardening and landscaping.




