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ABSTRACT

This practicum will explore the relationship 
between water and people through the design 
of two water gardens along the Red River in 
Winnipeg, Manitoba. Each garden will reinterpret 
and express a new poetics of Winnipeg water 
through a phenomenological, relational reading 
of the Red River. The gardens will be situated 
between the Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights and the Alexander Docks. Each garden 
will contextually ground specific phenomena and 
qualities of water. 
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FIG 0.1 - RED RIVER TURBIDITY
Submerged limestone rubble and branches are partially visible 
under the muddy surface water of the Red River. 
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PRELUDE: FROM THE LAND OF 
MUDDY WATER 

This story begins where I was born at the 
confluence of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers, 
here in Winnipeg, in 1990. Growing up, I often 
heard stories of how wild the rivers were. How 
their undercurrents would sweep you away into 
the depths of the murky water and the giant catfish 
lurking below. The rivers always fascinated me 
with their mysterious atmosphere, tucked behind 
the riparian forest, creating homes for animals, 
plants, and people living on the edge. I knew their 
scale was influential and their power undeniable. 
These two rivers and their muddy water have 
shaped my lived experience. They continue to 
influence my understanding and relationship with 
the spirit of the place of Winnipeg and beckoned 
further exploration in this practicum project.

FIG 0.2 - RED RIVER MEETS THE LA SALLE RIVER
Early spring fog and rain are captured at the confluence of the La 

Salle River, on Pollock island in St. Norbert, Manitoba
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A SHORT HISTORY OF 
THE RED RIVER
FIG 0.3 - BLANKET OF LEAVES
Leaves are observed floating on the surface amidst choppy waters 
on a windy day along the Red River near King’s Park Winnipeg.
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RIVERS AND LAKES OF CANADA

RIVER AS NETWORK

Water is life, water is in everything and in 
everyone. What flows through our bodies flows 
over, across and through the land. Through water, 
we are physically, psychologically and spiritually 
connected to the planet. Humankind’s relationship 
to water and to its many forms has always been 
intertwined and dependent. Rivers have played key 
roles in the development of settlement patterns. 
This design research begins to probe the city of 
Winnipeg’s relationship with water and specifically 

the Red River. Located in the heart of Turtle 
Island or North America, Winnipeg is situated at 
the confluence of the Red and Assiniboine rivers. 
The meeting point of these two rivers, known as 
The Forks, once formed a nexus for interior North 
American trade connecting hundreds of thousands 
of square kilometers of watersheds. The Forks was 
a vital trading ground, eventually evolving into the 
modern city of Winnipeg.

FIG 0.4  - RIVERS AND LAKES OF CANADA
The Assiniboine River flows east towards Winnipeg, 
merging with the Red River at the Forks and flowing north 
into Lake Winnipeg.
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FIG 0.5 - RED RIVER & ASSINIBOINE RIVER WATERSHEDS
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Historical Indigenous groups coexisted with the 
Red and Assiniboine Rivers’ annual patterns 
of flow and freeze up, by adapting settlement 
locations and leaving their riverbank and flood 
plain encampments in early spring. The Rivers’ 
natural regime causes floods, benefitting the land 
by spreading water with suspended seeds, plant 
matter and nutrients that enrich riparian forests 
and, during significant events, fertilize the prairie’s 
black orthic chernozem soils.1 Indigenous cultures 
maintain a deep understanding of these patterns, 
finding a cultural synergy with the landscape.

RIVER AS A BEING

FIG 0.6  (TOP RIGHT) - HOMES ON NARROW 
RIVER LOTS ALONG THE RED RIVER NEAR 

ST. BONIFACE IN JULY
Peter Rindisbacher, 1822

1 Randy Turner and Kevin Brownlee, “Oct 2015: The Rivers  
 - Part 1: Sacred Ground, Troubled Water,” Part 1: Sacred  
 Ground, Troubled Water - Winnipeg Free Press, October 16,  
 2015.
2 Renée Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard, “Keepers of the Water:  
 Nishnaabe-kwewag Speaking for the Water.” In Lighting the  
 Eighth Fire: the liberation, resurgence and protection of  
 indigenous nations, ed. Leanne Betasamosake Simpson  
 (Winnipeg: ARP, 2008), 89-110.
3	 Katherena	Vermette,	River Woman (Toronto: House of Anansi  
 Press, 2018), 38-40.
4 Karen, Nicholson. “Economic History Theme Study: A history  
	 of	Manitoba’s	commercial	fishery	1872-2005.”	Manitoba		
	 Historic	Research	Branch	(2007):	4.

The Red River holds great importance as the 
lifeblood of Indigenous society.2 As a carrier and 
creator of life, the River has sentience and maternal 
characteristics. Often referred to as a mother,3 the 
River historically provided nourishment for the 
people through an abundant source of fish, potable 
water and irrigation for agriculture. Fishing was 
vital to surviving on the Red River. Indigenous 
groups operated high yielding fisheries along the 
River, which was relied upon during the winter 
months. Methods such as traps, weirs and gill 
nets were commonly used along the River.4  Fish 
relations were historically and remain imperative to 
Indigenous water relations along the Red River. 
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FIG 0.7 - THE GREAT MYSTERY OF WATER
Christi Belcourt, 2016  (Métis)
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FIG 0.8  - REEDS, GRASSES AND 
YOUNG DECIDUOUS TREES 
FLOODED BY THE RED RIVER
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Pre-European settlement, the west bank was covered in tallgrass prairie with a 
thick riverbottom forest. This forest would provide a vegetative buffer from the 
power of the ice that pressed up and carved the riverbanks during winter and the 
spring melt. It was here the French fur traders built the first fort around 1736.5 At 
the time of their arrival, they documented the presence of the Néhiyaw (Cree), 
Anishinaabe (Ojibwe), and Nakota (Assiniboine) camped closely together. Harsh 
weather deterred settlements, yet the River continued to provide through droughts, 
blizzards, and other adverse weather events. In 1868, George Winship noted the 
importance of fish for the growing city.  

“Cat-fish or no breakfast,” was a popular phrase among the old 
settlers of the Red River Valley, who often depended on the success 
of the night’s catch… I knew, from my own personal observations, 
that there was more truth than poetry in the saying. In those days, 
the Red River teemed with fish… The “catch” of fish that winter 
(however) proved a boon to many settlers without which they 
would felt the pangs of hunger many times before the coming of 
the genial days of spring.”6

    
For Indigenous Peoples the Red River is both a literal and spiritual life giving 
force. Throughout history, the river has connected people across watersheds, 
forming communities and creating a meeting place. Through its waters, it supports 
people and their relationship to nature.7  

5 Champagne, Father Antoine. “The Vérendryes and Their  
 Successors, 1727-1760”. MHS Transactions, Series 3, No.  
 25, (1968-69)
6 Frank Tough, “The storehouses of the good God:”Aboriginal  
  peoples and freshwater fisheries in Manitoba.” Manitoba  
 History no. 39 (2000): 2.
7 Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard, “Keepers of the Water:   
  Nishnaabe-kwewag Speaking for the Water.” 98.
8 Nicholson, “Economic History Theme Study: A history of  
  Manitoba’s commercial fishery 1872-2005.” 15.
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COLONIZING THE RIVER

After the Dominion of Canada and the founding 
of Manitoba, the British-backed Canadian 
government began to impose restrictions on the 
use of the River that affected the local population 
of predominantly Métis, Cree, and Anishinaabe. 
In 1865, Lord Selkirk disrupted traditional fishing 
techniques announcing, “It was illegal to erect 
any weirs or barriers along the Red or Assiniboine 
Rivers and should there be any constructed, they 
would be removed.”8 Fifty years later, the opening 
of the St. Andrews Dam in 1911 entirely disrupted 
natural fish migrations.9 

Settlement clearing and industrialization enhanced 
erosion of the riverbanks, the disappearance of 
riparian forest and eradicated the prairie landscape, 
as existing creeks and drainage depressions were 
filled in. Significant bank destabilization and 
slumpage caused an estimated 65m loss of river 
bank over a century.10 Oral history documents 
Father Dugast of St. Boniface claiming to 
have seen “many half-breeds cross the river on 
horseback.”11 These stories recall a river, whose 
water level changes were uncontrolled and even 
more dynamic. Stories of low water level crossings 
stopped once the level began to be regulated by 
the Lockport control structure in 1910.12 Control 
of the Red River impacted Indigenous cultures, as 
described by poet Duncan Mercredi (Cree/Métis). 

"We never realized that the river’s voice 
had been silenced, not until the roar of 
machines, that had been brought in to 
stem the flow of our lifeline, ceased, 
only then did we begin to comprehend 
all that we had lost: instead of heralding 
the arrival of spring with its awakening, 
the River sat silent, barely alive, its flow 
dictated by that monstrosity that sat above 
all…we no longer recognized the lake and  
the river, once full of life, was lifeless, 
and yet at times it seemed menacing, 
we could feel the anger just below its 
surface".13 

The control of rivers was one of many acts that 
colonized the land and attacked the existing 
relational practices of living with and viewing 
the River as a sentient being. Through control 
and dominance, the temporal, spatial and cultural 
experience of the Red River was changed over 
time. Colonial forces suppressed Indigenous 
lifeways by creating and enforcing laws targeted 
traditional practices and constricting and 
attempting to regulate the River’s water level. 
These actions caused the disruption of fish 
relations, and the erosion of an intimate societal 
relationship with the movement of water.

9 Nicholson. ”Economic History Theme Study,” 4.
10 William, Rannie. “Could the Red River channel have been  
 narrower in the early 19th century.” Prairie perspectives:  
 Geographical essays no.13 (2011): 1-11.
11	 M.E,	Kelly.	et	al.	“The	Junction:	An	assessment	of	potential		
	 and	preparations	for	Archaeologial	Research.”	(1979):	26.
12	 M.E,	Kelly.	et	al.	“The	Junction:	An	assessment	of	potential		
	 and	preparations	for	Archaeologial	Research.”	(1979):	26.

13 Duncan, Mercredi. “Wachea.” In Manitowapow: Aboriginal  
	 writings	from	the	land	of	water.	ed.	James	Sinclair	and	Warren		
	 Cariou	(Winnipeg:	HighWater,	2008),	267.

14 Gregory, Brooks. “Red River Valley, Manitoba: The   
 Geomorphology of a Low-Relief, Flood-Prone Prairie   
 Landscape”. In: Landscapes	and	Landforms	of	Western		 	
	 Canada.	World	Geomorphological	Landscapes. ed. by Olav  
 Slaymaker. (Switzerland: Springer, Cham, 2017), 143.
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FIG 0.9  - ST. ANDREWS LOCK AND DAM 
Robert Farrell, (No Date) 
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DIVERTING THE RIVER

The Red River is situated in a flat clay plain on 
the former bed of glacial Lake Agassiz. The River 
carves a path north across this remarkably flat 
landscape14, receiving waters from the Assiniboine 
and Seine Rivers, and empties into Lake Winnipeg. 
This geomorphology caused significant flood 
events (1823, 1950, 1997) on the Red River, which 
prompted the construction (1960) and further 
expansion of Canada’s largest flood diversion 
channel, the Winnipeg Floodway (1997).15 These 
engineered structures control and suppress the flow 
of water, restricting the agency of the Red River.

Through acts of control and diversion, the Red 
River has become objectified. The agency and 
social value of the river become diminished, 
creating the conditions for the River to be 
viewed as a passive receptacle for urban waste, 
agricultural runoff and other types of pollution. The 
introduction of pollution into the water shifts the 
river’s social role from life giving to toxic, creating 
a general perception of primary contact, with the 
water as a health risk.16

FIG 1.0  - RED RIVER FLOODWAY 
CHANNEL WITH GRASSED SLOPES

15 Manitoba Infrastructure. “Red River Floodway Background  
	 and	Description”	no	date.
16	 Adrian	Cheung,	“Ripple	effect:	The	Red	River,	what’s	in	the		
	 water	and	how	safe	is	it?”	Global	News,	October	6,	2016



14

RED RIVER

ASSINIBOINE RIVER

LAKE WINNIPEG

THE WINNIPEG FLOODWAY

N
20KM0

FIG 1.1 - CANADA’S LARGEST DIVERSION CHANNEL
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The history of Winnipeg is one of a precarious 
relationship with water and a resultant modus 
operandi of manipulation and displacement. 
These methods, while quantitatively effective, 
are an example of societal attitudes founded in 
settler-colonial ideologies of the objectification 
of both land and water. For Indigenous Peoples, 
relationships to water are paramount to life. 
Indigenous groups across Canada from the local, 
regional and territorial scale acknowledge the 
importance of protecting waters and its centrality to 
the formation of life.17

Modernist paradigms often view water through 
R.E Horton’s hydrologic cycle. Horton’s diagram 
encapsulates a “Western” view that reduces water 
to a chemical composition (H2O). This view of 
water has political and social consequences, often 
erasing other forms of knowledge. Ivan Illich’s 
text H2O Waters of Forgetfulness, examines the 
psycho-analytical and poetical dimensions of water 
(referencing Gaston Bachelard’s Water and Dreams 
1942) in society and specifically the city. Illich 
argues a poetic understanding of water becomes 
lost when water is read through a hydrologic lens, 
which reduces water to the abstracted chemical 
compound H20. Illich calls for a reconsideration of 
water in urban environments suggesting “water in 
the city should above all stimulate the imagination 
and the ability to dream.”18 Henry Dicks draws 
the connection between Illich’s poetic dimensions 
to Jamie Linton’s social and ecologically based 
hydro-social model, by bringing together these two 

positions and suggesting various physical strategies 
to ‘make water appear’.19 Linton suggests an 
alternative view of water explained through what 
he calls a ‘hydro-social cycle,’ a socio-natural 
process by which water and society make and 
remake each other over space and time.20 This 
process critically exposes the prevalent concept 
of the hydrologic cycle as a construct of power 
and capital accumulation. Contemporary water 
management practices such as river diversions, 
hydro-electric dams, and pollution affect society 
and, therefore, the dispositions of water, which 
relate to society in other forms. The hydro-
social process is intended to function as a tool 
for critically analyzing geographies in order to 
reveal socio-ecological injustice and inequalities 
produced through water.21 Therefore, the hydro-
social process is a theoretical model that critically 
reveals relationships to water to understand better 
how one could then reconsider and re-frames the 
relationship between water and society. 

“Water in the city should above all 
stimulate the imagination and the 
ability to dream.” 22 

SEEING THE RIVER AS PLURALITIES

17 Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bédard, “Keepers of the Water:   
 Nishnaabe-kwewag Speaking for the Water.” 110-89. 
18 Henry Dicks, “A phenomenological approach to water in the  
	 city:	towards	a	policy	of	letting	water	appear.”	Environment		
 and Planning D: Society and Space, no. 32 (2014): 417-432.19 
19 Ivan	Illich,	H2O and the Waters of Forgetfulness. (London:   
 Marion Boyars, 1986.),7. 
20 Dicks, “A phenomenological approach to water in the city:  
	 towards	a	policy	of	letting	water	appear.”	421.
21 Jamie Linton and Jessica Budds. “The hydrosocial cycle:   
	 Defining	and	mobilizing	a	relational-dialectical			 	
 approach to water.” Geoforum no. 57 (2014): 179.
22 Illich, “H2O and the Waters of Forgetfulness.” 7.
23	 Matt	Edgeworth,	“On	the	agency	of	rivers.”	Archaeological  
 Dialogues, no. 21(2) (2014): 158



16

WATER

Precipitation/evaporation regime
flows and storage
ground water channels
overland & flood plains
rivers  - flooding

HYDROLOGIC CYCLE

TECHNOLOGY & 
INFRASTRUCTURE
Dams, pumps, irrigation channels, storm 
sewer outlets, docks, transportation 
mappings, measuring, modelling, fish traps 

SOCIAL POWER 
STRUCTURES
Colonization through dispossession of 
access to water, and regulations

H2O

HYDRO-SOCIAL CYCLE

FIG 1.2 - HORTON’S HYDROLOGIC CYCLE
FIG 1.3 - LINTON’S HYDRO-SOCIAL CYCLE
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MAPPING THE RIVER

“The River is characterized by an energy that is derived 
partly from the sun and partly from the gravitational 
pull of the Earth...Put your hand into a river, or immerse 
any part of your body, and you can feel these cosmic 
and planetary forces at work in the form of the flow or 
current of water.”23

  -Matt Edgeworth
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FIG 1.4 ‘Flooded riparian zone’
FIG 1.4 - FLOODED RIPARIAN FOREST
ALONG THE RED RIVER
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A LOCUS OF EXPLORATION

The Waterfront Drive precinct was chosen to 
explore the reframing of the Red River and urban 
water due to its historical importance as the 
epicentre of Winnipeg. This location provided 
pivotal access to the rivers that were critical to the 
development of the city. Waterfront Drive runs 
along the west bank of the Red River, curving 
towards Point Douglas. The flood plain defines the 
site, separating a mixed-use urban neighbourhood 
from a narrow band of riparian forest. The riparian 
edge provides space and cover for a green, active 
transportation corridor that connects to a broader 
bike and pedestrian pathway network. It runs 
along the edges of the Red and Assiniboine Rivers, 
converging at the Forks, both a National historic 
site and culture park filled with amenities: urban 
market, restaurants, food hall, skatepark, theatres, 
hotels, and dock, to name a few.  Along Waterfront 
Drive, there are many river access areas and a 
designated path running north from the Forks to 
Point Douglas.

Waterfront Drive was previously the location of a 
railway spur line for the large CNR railyard at the 
Forks.  Along the edges of the railway were various 
types of industry and civic infrastructure. Today, 
the Waterfront Pumphouse and the Alexander Dock 
structure remain with various remnants of concrete 
pads and landforms visible throughout the site. 
The design proposal focuses on intervening in this 
existing public infrastructure corridor by creating 
two gardens that create contrasting, charged places 
focused on the river and the city’s relationship to 
water.
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SITE OF INVESTIGATION: CENTRAL 
WINNIPEG NORTH OF THE FORKS
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Open space
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WATERFRONT DRIVE

FIG 1.5 - WATERFRONT DRIVE CONTEXT
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RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
WATER & LAND

THE RIVER’S FLOW

The river’s flow changes across the site, the 
southern site is located between two bends, along a 
straight stretch of the river. Here the bank is visibly 
undercut, contrasting with the northern part of the 
site, which is located on a bend and has a gradually 
sloped bank. The entire site is predominantly 
elevated above the average river’s water level, with 
high points ranging around +230M and low points 
around +225M elevation. The river’s average 
summer water level is around +223M, with winter 
lows averaging around +221. The River is known 
to have massive flood events every 700 years 
(+240M) and 100 years (+238M). 
 
In comparison, the last major flood event occurred 
in 1997, when waters rose to +229M. It should be 
noted that with the construction of the Winnipeg 
Floodway, the average flood water level is 
managed at around +227.5M. Therefore, portions 
of the riparian edge below this elevation will 
become inundated with River water during the 
spring and fall flood seasons.
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ALEXANDER DOCKS 
A condemned wooden 
wharf structure

PIONEER AVE. 11 
Timber crib wall operates as link in 
active transportation infrastructure 
-  remnants of City of Winnipeg dike 
(pre 1955 flood)

WATERFRONT DRIVE
City of Winnipeg’s current 
dike

Flood Plain
Zone of erosion N

200M0

ALEXANDER DOCKS 
A condemned wooden 
wharf structure

11 PIONEER AVENUE 
The timber crib wall 
operates as link in 
active transportation 
infrastructure, a remnant 
of the City of Winnipeg dike 
(pre 1955 flood)

WATERFRONT DRIVE
City of Winnipeg’s 
current dike

FIG 1.6  - RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WATER AND LAND MAP
The current of the Red River flows north pressing its force 
against the riverbank at the Alexander Docks. 
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PARKS AND GREEN SPACES

VEGETATION REGIME

Along the riverbank is a riverbottom forest 
approximately 30 meters wide. This forest 
contains many Acer negundo (Manitoba Maples) 
with clusters of Fraxinus pennsylvanica (Green 
Ash), Ulmus americana (American Elm) and 
Salix alba (Golden Willows). 11 Pioneer Ave. 
has an undulating lawn with clusters of Populus 
spp. (poplars), Fraxinus pennsylvanica (Green 
Ash), Acer negundo (Manitoba Maple and Salix 
alba (Golden Willows), with a constructed earth 
berm separating the lawn from the riparian edge. 
Stephen Juba Park has a rolling lawn with many 
Fraxinus pennsylvanica (Green Ash) and Populus 
spp. (poplars) trees and an asphalt sidewalk, 
which defines a transition to the riparian edge of 
predominantly Acer negundo (Manitoba Maples). 
The Alexander Docks has a gradually sloped lawn 
with little tree cover that meets many kinds of 
volunteer grasses and shrubs that form a defined 
edge. There is an old concrete service road that 
connects the dock to the pedestrian sidewalk. 
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STEPHEN JUBA PARK

FORKS NATIONAL 
HISTORIC SITE
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11 Pioneer Avenue parcel is 
currently used as a connector 
between The Forks and Stephen 
Juba Park through to The Exchange 
District.

The Alexander Docks,
A large open space, and a frequent 
gathering location for the remembrance 
of Missing and Murder Indigenous 
Women, Girls and 2 Spirited.

N

200M0
FIG 1.7 - PARKS AND OPEN SPACES ALONG WATERFRONT DR.
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FIG 1.9  - URBAN CANOPY
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BUILDING & DISTRICT 
INVENTORY

6 The Manitoba Museum

7 Centennial Concert Hall

8 Pantages Playhouse

9 Royal Manitoba Theatre Centre

INDIGENOUS & 
SOCIAL SERVICES

THEATRE DISTRICT

The area along waterfront Drive contains a mixed 
use neighbourhood of light industrial, residential 
and retail. The northern edge contains a host 
of social services and Indigenous community 
buildings(1-5). Near the Alexander Docks is the 
theatre district (buildings 6-7) which leads along 
Stephen Juba Park and past Shaw Park(10) through 
to the Forks (11-15).

1 Circle of Life Thunderbird House

2 Main Street Project

3 Salvation Army

4 Manitoba Métis Federation

5 United Way

THE FORKS

12 Manitoba Theatre for Young People

13 Inn at the Forks

14 Manitoba Children’s Museum

15 Johnston Terminal (market)

16 The Forks Market & The Common (food hall)

CULTURAL INSTITUTION & SPORT

10 Shaw Park (baseball field)

11 Canadian Museum for Human Rights
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FIG 2.0  - BUILDING & DISTRICT INVENTORY
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ENGAGING THE RIVER

“Thus water is the gaze of the earth, its 
instrument for looking at time…”24 Paul Claudel 



30FIG 2.1 - WINTER FREEZE UP
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ENGAGING THE RIVER

A POETIC THICK DESCRIPTION

A research method of poetic critical thick 
description was devised placing emphasis on the 
phenomenological experience of being on the site 
and engaging with the river. A defined ethnographic 
method of ‘thick description’25 emphasizes the 
specific, interpretive and embodied experience of 
the site. Referencing the work of Catherine Dee, 
architect,landscape architect and urban planner 
Anuradha Mathur and Dilip da Cunha, research 
was conducted through thick descriptive drawings, 
on-site documentation (drawings, photography, 
video), historical records, archival maps, photos 
and local stories and measured drawings of the 
River and its banks.

LEARNING A LANGUAGE OF LIQUIDITY

Learning from others previous poetical 
engagements with water was essential to this 
research. Gaston Bachelard’s Water and Dreams, 
Ivan Illich’s H20 Waters of Forgetfulness, David 
Appelbaum’s Notes on Water and Indigenous 
poetry from by Leanne Betasamoke Simpson, 
Duncan Mercredi, and Katherena Vermette were all 
critical to learning how to listen and look at water.
Throughout humanity, the conscious experience 
and meaning of water has been the subject of 
literature, philosophy and poetry. The phenomenal 
and poetic lens of water presents an interpretive 
field that can engage water and the making of 
landscape architecture. By studying poetic uses 
of waters, a specific vocabulary can develop and 
interpret water, informing the design process. 

Within landscape architecture, vegetative, land-
based or liquid propositions are undertaken and 
rationalized through time. Like poetry, these 
dynamic landscapes “are not what they are, but 
what they are becoming”.26   

One of the most well-regarded texts on the poetics 
of water is Gaston Bachelard’s Water and Dreams. 
Bachelard demonstrates several clear themes of 
poetry related to water: reflection & narcissism, 
heavy waters & death, materiality, femininity 
and purity are a few examples. Bachelard’s text 
addresses the fluidity of water and its associated 
depth, moving beyond the materiality of ‘water’ 
into a probing of matter and the imagination itself. 
Probing allows one to understand the density 
and or depth of matter. However, there is a value 
near the surface, to understand the value of the 
depth one must begin at the surface.27 This notion 
frees water from any material associations with 
form, positioning water as an element of earth 
which mixes, binds, moulds, matter, and remains 
uncontainable.

Bachelard suggests we cannot visualize water 
as a single composition; instead, it composes 
many images in a constant dynamic reality.28 This 
notion of water as a series of images along with 
the embodiment of being on-site lead to creating 
an immersive process where series of drawings 
and black and white photographs captured the 
shifting dynamics of water, contributing to a thick 
description of the riverbank sites and their water. 
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1. Observe and listen to the presence of the river landscape
2. Recognize the voices of water and amplify them
3. Use what is already present and gifted to the site
4. Design through reciprocal relationships, 
empower the land, water, animals & plants
5. All gardens experiment in time and place;
their beauty comes from temporality

MAKING RIVER GARDENS

What are the poetics of the water of the Red River?
What does it mean to garden on the Red River? 
How do I learn from the Red River?
Can a garden re-awaken our relationship to the Red 
River’s water? 

QUESTIONS

METHOD

24 Gaston Bachelard, Water and Dreams an Essay on the   
	 Imagination	of	Matter. Translated by Edith R. Farrell. (Dallas:  
	 Dallas	Institute	of	Humanities	and	Culture,	2006.):	183.	
25	 Geertz,	Clifford.	“Thick	description:	Toward	an	interpretive		
	 theory	of	culture.”	In	Cultural Geography Reader,   
	 Edited	by	Timothy	Oakes	and	Patricia	Price.	(London:		 	
	 Routledge,	2008),	41-51.
26 Bachelard, Water and Dreams: an essay on the   
	 imagination	of	matter,	147.
27 Bachelard, Water and Dreams: an essay on the   
	 imagination	of	matter,	147.
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EMBODYING THE RIVER

THICK DESCRIPTION

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz, in his seminal 
essay “Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive 
Theory of Culture” (1973), proposed a doctrine for 
studying culture, framed around a central thesis 
emphasizing the importance of interpretation in 
ethnographic descriptions. What differentiates 
thick versus thin ethnographic description is 
the interpretation associated with a description 
that moves beyond the surficial into a thickened 
interpretive, relational understanding of the 
observed phenomena.29 A thick description 
examines previous knowledge critically but 
acknowledges the limitations of any one 
description. Geertz's work has been influential 
to landscape architecture for both its theoretical 
and methodological positions and has offered 
new interpretations of landscapes and modes of 
representation.30 A thick description lends itself to 
exploring the socio-cultural dimensions of the Red 
River by creating a visual and spatial record that 
defines a new poetics of urban water, grounded in 
the particular aesthetic qualities of the riverbank 
and the Red River’s water. Through the act of 
making and drawing, a response to the riverbank is 
formulated through lived experiences.

CATHERINE DEE
 
Catherine Dee has adapted the notion of “thick 
description” to a method of drawing. Dee 
states that a critical process of drawing can be 
“motivated, informed by and descriptive of 
theoretical positions”.31 This drawing practice 
intends to embody and create new ways of reading 
and conceiving landscape. Dee defines three types 
of drawing: dwelling drawing, embodied drawing, 
and eco-drawings. These are various methods of in-
situ drawing that intend to visualize the “poetic and 
analytical intertwin(ing), promote understandings 
of social, cultural and ecological dimensions of 
place”.32 For Dee, thick drawings communicate the 
specificity through the experience and processes of 
the landscape and have the “potential to crystallize 
time-based experiential and embodied ways of 
reading and conceiving landscape by paying 
attention to the detailed transient, complexity 
of landscape experience”.33 Thick descriptive 
drawings are an effective interpretive method 
for revealing on-site processes and capturing 
phenomena at an intimate scale. Through the act of 
drawing, the designer finds a response to the site.  
 
Employing Dee’s method, a series of in-situ 
drawings of the Red River captured the river’s 
character and qualities; the reflection of light, 
the current and flow, the movement of detritus, 
the shifting state from liquid to solid ice, studies 
of eddies and spontaneous riverbank vegetation. 
These all embodied the experience of the river.

28 Bachelard, Water and Dreams: an essay on the   
	 imagination	of	matter, 147.
29	 Dee,	Catherine.	“The	Role	of	Poetic-critical	Drawing	in		 	
 Landscape Architecture.” Topos,	no.	49	(2004):	58-65. 
30 Corner, James. “The Thick and the Thin of it.” In Thinking the  
 Contemporary Landscape,	117-135.	Edited	by	Christophe		
	 Girot	and	Dora	Imhof.	(New	York:	Princeton	Architectural		
 Press, 2007)117.
31	 Dee,	“The	Role	of	Poetic-critical	Drawing	in	Landscape		 	
 Architecture.” 58.
32	 Dee,	“The	Role	of	Poetic-critical	Drawing	in	Landscape		 	
 Architecture.” 50.
33	 Dee,	“The	Role	of	Poetic-critical	Drawing	in	Landscape		 	
 Architecture.” 50.



34

FIG 2.2 - MOVEMENT OF REFLECTED LIGHT 
IN THE CURRENT 
FIG 2.3 - SUBMERGED TREE BRANCH, 
CREATING CONTINUOUS SMALL EDDIES ON 
THE SURFACE OF THE RIVER



35 MAPPING THE RIVER

LEXICON FOR THE RIVER

Descriptive language supported the photographic 
and drawing studies; by adding another level of 
specificity to interpreting the qualities of the Red 
River. 
 
American sculptor Richard Serra’s work “verblist’,  
contains 54 written actions that conjure states, 
conditions, relations. Serra’s list documented 
a series of strategies for interacting with his 
materials. Through language, Serra was able to 
clearly define his intentions and observations, 
relieving him from pictorial representations.34 
Serra’s lexicon inspired his spatial practice and 
enabled him to recognize the various actions 
undertaken in his sculptural work consciously. 

FIG 2.4  - RICHARD SERRA, VERBLIST

Within the guise of the practicum, the primary 
material of study is water. By reconstructing and 
adapting Serra’s work, a list of actions related 
to water assists in decoding the qualities of the 
movement of the Red River.  
 
By creating a verblist for water, specific 
phenomena and moments were able to be 
recognized and recorded. The verblist enabled a 
specificity identifying the particular qualities of 
the Red River, such as: to meander, of turbidity, to 
flood, to spread, to eddy, and to drift. These terms 
were then applied to site observations, enriching, 
thickening and creating a language specific to the 
Red River’s movements. 

34 Richard Serra, Interview of Richard Serra on
 Charlie Rose Show.” interview by Charlie Rose, PBS, August  
	 2002,	Accessed	February	10,	2020.	url:https://www.	 	
	 youtube.com/watch?v=KEvklGKd6uE
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to soak
to swamp
to spray
to mist
to run
to rain
to drizzle
to channel
to divert
to drain
to wash
to deluge

to flood
to erode
to emerge
to spill
to wet
to carve
to filter
to flow
to cascade
to lift
to meander

to submerge
to puddle
to freeze
to eddy
to converge
to burble
to spread
to mix
to collect
of tension
of gravity

of entropy
of effervescence
of deposition
of sedimentation
to swim
to drown
to sponge
of waves
of bodies
of roughness
of refraction

of tides
of reflection
to erase
to saturate
to pool
of context
of time
of change
to distribute
to bend
to surround
to hug
to seep

to weave
to quench
to transform
to expand
to dilute
of smoothness
of consumption
of poiesis
of abstraction
of evaporation
of imagination

to rush
of dew
to cup
of spate
of river
of swiftness
of rill
of stream
of dampness
to stagnate
to mirror
to shine

“actions to relate to (water), material, 
place, and process.”

to saturate
to gurgle
to splash
to roil
to course
to ebb
of sky
of torrent
of wake
of rhythm
to ripple
to riffle
to drift
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OBSERVING THE RIVER

All photos taken by the author on the west 
bank of the Red River

FIG 2.5  - GRID OF RIVER OBSERVATIONS
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Detail study of gliding ice pans. A rare fall phenomenon, they appear as a 
donut, with a slushy center. The current propels them across the surface 
of the river, colliding with one another making swooshing sounds slowly 
absorbing each other.

FIG 2.6 - RED RIVER ICE PAN DRAWING



41 MAPPING THE RIVER

The rivers spilled over the dock and froze, creating a sheet of ice over the 
fence. Pressure from the ice is mangling the metal enclosure

FIG 2.7  - ALEXANDER DOCKS AT WINTER
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Winds blowing the grasses from the south west, 
matching the flow of the river north at Alexander Docks. 

FIG 2.8  - SKETCHES ALONG THE RIVERBANK
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Detail study of gliding icepans. A rare fall phenomenon, they appear as a 
donut, with a slushy center. The current propels them across the surface 
of the river, coliding with one another making swooshing sounds slowly 
absorbing eachother.

FIG 2.9 ‘Red River Icepan drawing’

FIG 2.9  - FLOATING BRANCHES
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WALKING ALONG THE RIVER
DREAMING OF GARDENS

Walking along the Red River’s edge, a sequence 
of spaces was documented, many connecting to 
large parks and cultural institutions. Within the 
corridor, there are several quieter sites that are 
less inhabited and operate as pass-through zones. 
Both the Alexander Docks and Pioneer 11 have 
histories connected to industrialization and the 
mechanization of the city. Within the past few 
decades, new urban development has segmented 
these sites, giving them a detached and quiet 
nature. While both sites are places of difference 
and rooms of pause along the riparian corridor, 
they contain contrasting spatial experiences and 
opportunities for creating distinctive gardens. 

WHAT IS A GARDEN?

The origins of the word garden come from the 
Germanic word “garten” meaning enclosure, where 
plants, flowers, vegetables, fruits and trees are 
cultivated and create a better art of living.35 

From an Indigenous perspective (James Bay Cree), 
one’s trapline or even the planet can be interpreted 
as a garden36; a bountiful paradise where the 
human purpose is to live relationally, tending the 
garden by hunting and harvesting only what is in 
abundance. 

Gardens are often defined by a sense of enclosure, 
which can be permeable, dynamic and fluid, what 
is held within is a unique experience that can 
transcend both time and scale. Being in a garden is 
a charged experience, the energy and atmosphere 
is palpable. There is an inward sense of experience 
through the bodily senses, yet there is a larger 
metaphorical understanding of the context beyond. 
As Foucault said “the garden is the smallest 
parcel of the world and then it is the totality of 
the world.”37 Here lies the paradox of the garden. 
Gardens must have a physical spatial presence 
and therefore a threshold, but they also defy that 
boundary transcending beyond the physical and the 
known. There are limits to the space of the garden; 
how one defines and relates to those limits is what 
makes a garden. 

There is an intimate relationship between gardens 
and water. Water is a life-giving force, the “liquid 
embellishment to the vegetative world”38; it is 
required for plants to thrive. The relationship 
of rivers to gardens is varied. Usually, they are 
captured for irrigation or through actions of 
flooding delivering new seeds and nutrients. 

In the 21st century, Winnipeg is undergoing a 
societal awakening, acknowledging its colonial 
systems rooted in racism. These systems have 
impacted and perpetuated relationships with 
the Red River. This societal movement begs the 
question: How does one create a garden on the 
Red River? Can a garden assist in re-awakening 
society’s relationship to nature and the river’s 
water?

 
35 Gilles Clément, The Planetary Garden” and Other Writings.  
 Translated by Sandra Morris. (Philadelphia: University of  
 Pennsylvania Press, 2015
36 Job’s Garden, the Land of the Great River People (Cana  
	 dian	Filmakers	Distribution	Center,	1972),	https://www.you	
	 tube.com/watch?v=AgHvzm9R0HE.)
37	 Michel	Foucault,	and	Jay	Miskowiec.	“Of	Other		 	
 Spaces.” Diacritics	16,	no.	1	(1986):	22-27.
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FIG 3.0 - COMPOSITE MAP
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(DYNAMIC FLOOD PLAIN)

THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN
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URBAN PUBLIC GARDENS

The riparian bands along the Red River operate as 
a linear riverfront park, with many public spaces 
and sizeable social gathering destinations hosting 
many programs. Many of these spaces are oriented 
towards the water. However, the engagement with 
the river is often limited to outlooks that create a 
visual spectacle of the river.

While parks are essential to a good quality of 
urban life, their design, as argued by Kullmann, 
is becoming “increasingly indistinguishable from 
the neoliberal cities of spectacle in which they 
are set.”39 However, gardens “retain a poetic 
distinctiveness in the publics imagination.”40 
Suppose the original intention of the garden was 
to recuperate and reconnect41 with the origins of 
humankind’s creation through cultivation and 
working with nature. Gardens in cities should 
then privilege the local, specific and nature 
above all else. With its qualities of locality bound 
through relations, the urban public garden holds 
the potential for creating spaces that center our 
relationship with water and land above any colonial 
logic of profit or dominance.

The garden is a specific spatial typology that can 
engage and build relations with the river, celebrate 
its being, agency and its poetic nature. These 
intentions helped focus the design proposal on the 
design of two specific gardens within an existing 
park. Each garden strives to become a memorable 
bastion of diversity and a place to dream with the 
voices of water.

1

2

3

4

5

6

38 Bachelard, Water and Dreams: an essay on the   
	 imagination	of	matter,	147.
39	 Kullmann,	Karl.	“Concave	worlds,	artificial	horizons:	reframing		
	 the	urban	public	garden.”	Studies in the History of Gardens &  
 Designed Landscapes,	no.	37(1),	(2017):	15.

40	 Kullmann,	“Concave	worlds,	artificial	horizons:	reframing	the		
	 urban	public	garden.”	15.
41	 Fernando	Caruncho,	interview	by	Society	of	Garden	Design	
	 ers,	Garden	Design	Journal,	2018.
	 Accessed:	March	3,	2020.	https://www.sgd.org



48

1 ALEXANDER DOCKS

2 MERE HOTEL / CIBO RESTAURANT

3 STEVEN JUBA PARK

4 PIONEER 11 AVE. PARCEL

5 FORKS NORTH ENTRY - ESPLANADE RIEL BRIDGE

6 FORKS - CHILDREN’S MUSEUM

FIG 3.1 - SECTIONS OF SEQUENCE OF A 
WALK ALONG THE RIVERBANK
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A COUNTERPOINT

PIONEER PARCEL

100M0

THE ALEXANDER DOCKS

50M0

The two selected sites present open opportunities 
for intervention. Each contrasts with the other’s 
urban conditions. The Alexander Docks is a large 
clearing and expanse on the edge of the River. 
Located south of the Docks is Pioneer Ave, a quiet 
park, walled off from the River and in the shadow 
of a national cultural institution, The Canadian 
Museum for Human Rights. These two gardens 
diametrically oppose another, registering their 
spatial differences and heightening the experience 
of the River’s water.

“The urban public garden is nonetheless, 
afflicted by an enduring tension; on the 
one hand, the garden often assumes the 
role of a counterpoint to the disorientation 
of its surroundings, while on the other, 
this differential between the garden and its 
setting potentially leads to a destabilizing 
disjuncture.”42

 – Karl Kullman

FIG 3.2 - THE ALEXANDER DOCKS &
PIONEER PARCEL SITE COMPARISON

42 Kullmann, “Concave worlds, artificial horizons: reframing the  
 urban public garden.” 15.
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THE FORKS (CULTURE PARK)

STEVEN JUBA PARK

The theatre district connects 
with Steven Juba Park

THE EXPOSED 

THE ENCLOSED

N

200M0
FIG 3.3 - MAPPING THE EXPOSED AND ENCLOSED SITES 
Pioneer parcel (the enclosed) faces the back of significant 
cultural institutions
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THE EXPOSED

FIG 3.4 - THE EXPOSED, EXPANSIVE VIEW LOOKING SOUTH AT THE ALEXANDER DOCKS
FIG 3.5 - ALEXANDER DOCKS, EXISTING SITE SECTION
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THE ENCLOSED

FIG 3.6 - THE ENCLOSED, VIEW OF TIMBERCRIB WALL
FIG 3.7 -  PIONEER PARCEL, EXISTING SITE SECTION
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THE DRIFT GARDEN
THE ALEXANDER DOCKS
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FIG 3.8 ‘spring flood at the Alexander Docks

FIG 3.8 - ALEXANDER DOCKS SPRING FLOOD
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TINA FONTAINE 
MEMORIAL 

N
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ALEXANDER DOCK

PA C I F I C  A V E

FIG 3.9 - ALEXANDER DOCKS AERIAL VIEW
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THE DRIFT GARDEN

The Alexander Dock was constructed to serve 
the commercial fishing industry, government 
vessels, passenger ships, and tug-towed barges. 
The riverbank and dock served as a storage 
location for freight, coal and other goods. After 
the declining fishing industry and loading location 
for transportation riverboats and commercial 
goods traffic, the dock then served as the mooring 
location for paddlewheel boat tourism along the 
Red River. During this time, the site contained a 
grass-covered parking lot. These commercial uses 
temporarily suppressed the growth of vegetation, 
creating a break in the riparian and both a clearing 
and expanse.

The Alexander Dock is the perfect place to watch 
the River thaw, freeze, rise and fall. The river has 
sculpted a low bowl that hosts volunteer basswood, 
riparian grassland, and unsuspecting species 

deposited by the river, if only temporarily on the 
silty clay soils. The opening revealed the river’s 
rhythm, creating a place to focus on the immediate, 
the vegetation partially submerged in water, the 
mud, ice, rush and stillness of the water. Further, 
the site’s location on a bend in the river offers 
views to the horizon, the south where the river 
comes from and to the north, recalling the passage 
of time. 

Over a year of observation, I had witnessed the 
River create a garden here. The River tended to 
the garden each year, scraping the bank with ice, 
flooding the banks bringing new soil and seeds. 
The River chose the plants and shaped the form of 
the banks. To create a new garden here required 
only the framing of these processes as a means 
to heighten and celebrate the transience and the 
lifeforce of the River. 

READING THE EXISTING SITE

FIG 4.0  - SEASONAL FLUX MONTAGE
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When one approaches the Alexander Docks, 
moving through the urban fabric and the 
compression created by the old warehouse district 
a sense of release and relief is created as one enters 
the Alexander Dock precinct. The brick and mortar 
gives way to the expanse of the riverine landscape 
and two horizons.

WAREHOUSE DISTRICT FACING THE RIVER

WALKING IN

NEAR THE HIGHEST POINT AT WATERFRONT DRIVE AT THE LOWEST POINT NEAR THE WATERS EDGE

FIG 4.1 - ALEXANDER DOCKS, WALKING IN
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THE BEND OF THE RIVER

NORTH

SOUTH

ALEXANDER 
DOCKS

NORTH EAST 
VIEW

DIRECTION OF CURRENT

SOUTH 
VIEW

FIG 4.2 - NORTH AND SOUTH BEND
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A marking at the entry to the site

The Alexander Docks is well known as the 
memorial site for Tina Fontaine (Sagkeeng First 
Nation) and a gathering location for vigils and 
memorials for the other Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women, Girls 2 Spirited (MMIWG2S). 
Tina Fontaine was 15 years old when she was 
murdered and later found submerged in the 
river at the base of the docks. Presently there 
is a community memorial for Fontaine, located 
on an existing mound on site. These narratives 
of MMIWG2S stem from a history of colonial 
violence that pervades in the city.

The Dock is a place of mystery, disappearance 
and memorial. There is a quiet nature, where the 
river both gives and it takes in an ever-enduring 
cycle. For Indigenous Peoples, the earth can be 
described as a garden created from a deep web of 
relations. Interactions are founded on reciprocal 
relationships of receiving but, more importantly, 
giving back. It is critical to acknowledge that this 
world view dismantles anthropocentric colonial 
hierarchies and centers shared rights amongst all 
nations, humans, plants, animals, land and water. 
As a body of water and a being within the web, the 
Red River can receive, embrace, and transform the 
land. To garden here, one must embrace the river 
as an active agent within the garden. Indigenous 
cultures often speak of water as a giver of life.43 
Women are known as water carriers whose role 
is to carry and birth new life and are known as 

THE RIVER’S LAND

water protectors.44 The Red River also holds this 
role as a maternal being looking after the people, 
nurturing connections and sustenance to mind, 
body and spirit. Given the relationship of women 
to water and the active presence of community-
created memorials for Tina Fontaine, it seems only 
fitting that one must engage and work with the 
river in creating life and a new sense of place. At 
the location of the Alexander Docks, the Red River 
takes an active role as creator of a garden for the 
Missing Murdered Indigenous Women, Girls and 
Two-Spirited (MMIWG2S).

FIG 4.3  - THIS IS NATIVE LAND

43 Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bedard, “Keepers of the Water:   
 Nishnaabe-kwewag Speaking for the Water” 96.
44 Mzinegiizhigo-kwe Bedard, “Keepers of the Water:   
 Nishnaabe-kwewag Speaking for the Water” 98.
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SUMMER

ROCK FILL COLUMN 

ALEXANDER DOCKS WHARF
STRUCTURE

MERE HOTEL PARKING LOT

+223.75 REGULATED HEIGHT

SPRING

WINTER

(1) ALEXANDER DOCKS SEASONAL SECTIONS

DYNAMICS OF THE RIVER

FIG 4.5 - ALEXANDER DOCKS SEASONAL SECTIONS
FIG 4.6 - (RIGHT) ALEXANDER DOCKS EXISTING CONDITIONS SITE PLAN

+221.5 WINTER

WATERFRONT DRIVE

+228.5 HIGH FLOOD
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THE RIVER’S REGIME

+228.5 HIGH 
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+226 SPRING
EARLY SUMMER 
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+221.5 WINTER 

N
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FLOODING 

How can the processes of the flood be welcomed 
and expressed through the design of a garden?  

In Notes on Water, David Appelbaum describes the 
actions of a flood and other expressions of water 
using several analogies from the human body 
and musical scores. Appelbaum’s poetical work 
describes how each flood has a unique composition 
containing distinct tempos and melodies, unique 
histories, resolutions, and accents.45 As with any 
dynamic composition, duration presents a “gradient 
of feelings”.46 The first act is the rising of waters 
and fear of loss. Here submergence marks a new 
beginning as seeds and organisms are dispersed 
and activated. During the highest points of the 
flood resembles violence, with exertions of energy 
creating strewn apart tree limbs and reshaping the 
contours of the land.47

The final act occurs when waters subside and 
register erasure, where we learn that the future 
does not remake the past. The flood teaches about 
water’s inability to be contained by form and 
its defiance of geometry indescribable through 
unbroken lines.48 

When submerged, we cannot distinguish the 
currents flow, and forces exert their presence on 
the water. In the depths are another layer of forces, 
ones not visible on the surface. Undertows flow 
through the river, forming different current patterns 
weaving the river together. Seasonal summer winds 
animate the water’s surface by day and bring it 
to a calm glass-like appearance at night and early 
morning. Ripples retrace the route in which water 

has travelled, marking small traces and threads 
of visible energy. Looking at the Red River from 
above, these ripples trace many lines moving in all 
different directions. However, if one looks closely, 
they begin to correspond to what lays hidden 
beneath. Staring deep into the river’s dark, murky 
water, one would never know what lies within. The 
Red River is the deepest river and lowest natural 
elevation point in the city, collecting all run-off 
from its watershed, holding many secrets. The 
remnant of past times lies just below its surface; 
old buildings, glass, concrete, sunken boats, fishing 
line and fallen trees occupy the water and rest on 
the river-bottom. Every year the river claims more 
of the city, causing panic on the edge of its banks, 
and mass investing into stabilizing the ground and 
prolonging the inevitable. Tree’s fall in from bank 
erosion and are often visible slowly floating down 
the river, especially in spring and early summer.

Appelbaum’s words help reinterpret and re-frame a 
perspective of the Red River by relating the actions 
of the river to the body and the land, making 
direct comparisons and through language giving 
the river agency and being. Creating a garden on 
the Red River requires relinquishing control and 
attuning oneself with these floes and cycles. The 
river’s presence on both the land and water is 
defined through continuity of movement or, more 
specifically, adrift. The Drift Garden intends to 
express these principles of the flood and actively 
engages with them, allowing them to shape and 
create.
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FIG 4.7 - SUMMER FLOOD AT THE ALEXANDER DOCKS “here we find waters body a mystery, 
a pressure that flows backward, against 
the irresistible volume. Water flowing 
through water; water in two bodies. The 
second, subtle one… more important 
than the gross liquid body.”49 

45 David Appelbaum, Notes on Water An Aqueous   
 Phenomenology. (La Vergne: Monkfish Book Publishing,  
 2017). 12.
46 Appelbaum, Notes on Water an Aqueous Phenomenology. 12
47 Appelbaum, Notes on Water an Aqueous Phenomenology. 12.
48 Appelbaum, Notes on Water an Aqueous Phenomenology. 15.
49 Appelbaum, Notes on Water an Aqueous Phenomenology. 15.
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FIG 4.8  - RECEDING WATERS
FIG 4.9  - (RIGHT) TRAJECTORIES OF MATTER
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A GRADIENT OF 
VEGETATIVE GROWTH

1 2 3

1 2 3 4 5 6

FIG 5.0  - A GRADIENT OF VEGETATION
FIG 5.1 - KEY SECTION



68

Walking a transect from the edge of the dock 
structure towards the city, revealed a gradation of 
vegetation. After weeks in the summer heat, the 
moisture evaporated from the clay resembling a 
plane of broken glass. As one moves further from 
the edge, the degree of saturation changes and the 
cracks became smaller and the growth of annual 

4 5 6

spontaneous vegetation became more visible. The 
spontaneity of growth resembled the same ideals as 
Gilles Clement’s notion of a ‘garden in motion’50, 
which further inspired an understanding of working 
with the drifts of the River.

50 Clément, The Planetary Garden and Other Writings. 67.
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FIG 5.2 - MUDDY WATER MONTAGE
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DRIFT GARDEN
DESIGN INTERVENTIONS

3. LAND AND STRUCTURES
A series of steps create gathering spaces on the 
riverbank. An existing mound holding the Tina 
Fontaine Memorial is preserved and expanded, 
creating a vantage point above the rest of the site.
New pilings are placed within the footprint of the 
old dock structure, recalling its form. At the north 
edge of the site, a new concrete dock creates a 
gathering platform at the water’s edge disappearing 
and reappearing as flood waters advance and 
recede.

1. URBAN CONNECTIONS
The transition from the urban to the waters edge is 
defined through a series of structured tree spaces 
that maintain and heighten the sense of a clearing at 
the water’s edge. Trees and surfaces work together 
to create a threshold between the Red River and the 
Exchange District.

Four key points work together to maintain and 
enhance the sense of expanse and experience the 
poetics of the River. Within an existing clearing, 
the Drift Garden, creates a place to heighten these 
physical dynamic processes, celebrating them in all 
their messiness and indeterminacy.

2. DYNAMICS OF THE RIVER
The movement of the river water and how it 
interacts with land were critical to understanding 
how the site changed over time. Topographical 
changes enhanced the dynamics of the river’s 
currents and flow.

4. DYNAMIC PLANTING
Throughout the site, dynamic planting is used and 
supported. A plant inventory is taken, and existing 
species seeds are harvested, re-germinated and 
planted after construction where possible. This 
strategy aims to support the existing ruderal and 
riparian species on the river’s edge. After this 
initial planting, these beds are encouraged to 
welcome the natural drift of seeds and plant matter 
through water and air and intend to exist with 
minimal maintenance.
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URBAN CONNECTIONS

URBAN - IMPERVIOUS

BROKEN STAIR - POROUS

RIVERS GARDEN - FLUX

BUILDING/STREET TREE SHADE

DAPPLED LIGHT GROVE RUDERAL GRASSES

RIPARIAN GRASSLAND 

At the Alexander Docks the riparian edge is 
reinterpreted and imagined as a place where 
the city meets the flowing river. Beads of Tilia 
americana (Basswood) originating at Main Street, 
draw a visual connection from the downtown core 
through Pacific and Alexander Streets, suggesting 
a destination at the end at the Docks. Upon 
approaching the Drift Garden, an elm canopy – an 
iconic Winnipeg atmosphere –  transforms this 
section of Waterfront Drive into a shady green 
threshold with a distinct surface of pavers unifying 
pedestrian, car and bicycle traffic. The canopy of 
Ulmus ‘Morton’ (Hybrid elm) creates a transition 

between the urban industrial edge and the Drift 
Garden. The urban industrial fabric terminates 
at Waterfront Drive which marks the city’s 
constructed dike. 

Gleditsia triancanthos (Honey locust) are planted 
in dynamic drifts across a surface of planes of 
gravel and grass. The upper plaza’s materiality 
is a transition from the Exchange District’s dry, 
industrial, concrete landscape to the riverbank’s 
soft, fluid edge.

FIG 5.3  - INITIAL SKETCH  SHOWS THRESHOLDS 
CREATED THROUGH SURFACE TRANSITIONS AND 
QUALITIES OF LIGHT
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CRITIQUE

The initial stair elements were designed to create a 
relationship with the Alexander Docks. The dock 
structure has a monolithic presence in reality and 
the drawings. This presence informed the design 
of a solid, massive stair that created a hard edge 
to the river. However, the quiet and humble nature 
of the site and its primary use as a local park 
did not demand such a heavy intervention. The 
reconfigured dock read as a solid imposition on the 
river. 

N
25M0

FIG 5.4 - SITE PLAN STUDY 1
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DYNAMICS OF THE RIVER
PLAN STUDY 2

The first approach experimented with framing 
the river visually. Influenced by my experience of 
spending time in the shallows at the flooded dock, 
I saw how the quality of water changed from one 
side of the dock to the other. This inspired framing 
three types of river water, the calm, warm shallow, 
the keyhole and the dynamic expanse. 
 
Frames are a general structure that gives an object 
or element its defined shape. A two-dimensional 
reading of a frame lends itself towards encasing 
or capturing and limiting the direct view. Such an 
operation is a commonly used spatial technique 
intended to focus attention on a specific point by 
reducing the contextual complexity of a given 
element. The effectiveness of this spatial device is 
dependent on the scale. In relation to the site, early 
efforts were made to frame the river through an 
axial composition, relying on a literal keyhole cut 
in the dock to frame the river. 
 
The resulting relationships and spaces remained 
similar to the existing condition and, in some 
instances, created even more formalized spaces. 
The space between the river’s edge and the dock 
remained undefined, the engagement with the 
water, the site’s overall structure, and how the 
interaction with the water were static.

A BROKEN STAIR

TINA FONTAINE 
MEMORIAL

FRAMED RIVER KEYHOLE

AXIAL RELATIONSHIP 
TO WATER

FIG 5.5 - THREE WATERS CONCEPT
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THREE WATERS CONCEPT

1
2

3

1. MUD TERRACE - CALM WARM SHALLOW
2. KEYHOLE - CALM FRAMED 
3. DYNAMIC - MOVING RIVER

N
25M0

B

A

FIG 5.7 - SECTION A: TINA FONTAINE MEMORIAL

FIG 5.6 - PLAN STUDY 2

FIG 5.8  - SECTION B: STAIR STUDY
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RIVER PROCESSES AS 
METAPHOR

The Drift Garden uses the river as a metaphor 
for transformational healing, connecting the 
garden’s duration to the cycle of grief and healing 
processes. The Drift Garden is staged through an 
act of preparing the terrain, tilling and shaping 
the land. The first action opens the compacted soil 
and prepares it to receive seed, digging into its 
core, revealing and mending years of compaction 
from industrial and commercial activity. Secondly, 
through these topographical cuts and fill, the river 
can now spread into the site during the summer 
regulated water level months, blurring the line 
between river and land, creating a seasonal pool 
as a centring element of the garden. The pool is 
located where the site meets an existing dock 
structure that acts as a protective porous barrier, 
buffering it from the forces of the river with the old 

wooden piles and accrued sediment. This new pool, 
separated from the river, holds calm and warm 
shallow waters during the summer. The warm 
shallows create a wetland edge and mud terrace 
that fosters distinctive flora and fauna. New growth 
and life (plant, waterfowl, fish spawning and 
amphibians) effectively transform the edge into a 
place where young and old can witness and interact 
with the water within the shallows. Through 
this act of softening, the river is encouraged 
to breathe and occasionally expands into the 
garden, transforming conditions of the ground 
and vegetation through flooding. As a result, the 
shallows teem with life and invite different, more 
immediate interaction than at other places on the 
river.
 

FIG 5.9 - SUMMER WATER LEVEL
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THE MUD TERRACES

PLAZA OF LIGHT
(GRAVEL SURFACE)

BROKEN STAIRS
(CONCRETE)

FIG 6.0 - SUMMER WATER LEVEL EVERY 100 YEARS

FIG 6.1 - STAIR STUDY PLAN
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DESIGN PROCESS: SITE PLAN 
WITH SOFTENED DOCK

FLOOD STAIR - BIRCH GROVE

SHALLOW POOL

TILIA BEADS

ELM ALLEE

At this stage in the process, the stair and shallow 
pool of the same scale created a series of static 
spaces, with prominence given to the stair, pool 
relationship rather than the dynamics of the river. 
The question of how to spatially emphasize the 
dynamics of the river became important in the next 
phase of design.
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TINA FONTAINE MOUND MEMORIAL

20M0

N

RIVER STAIR

FIG 6.2 - SITE PLAN WITH SOFTENED DOCK



79 THE DRIFT GARDEN

The initial response to the dynamics of the river 
was not strong enough. A new approach imagined 
the river’s forces beginning to disrupt the steps, as 
if it had pushed them across the land, drifting into 
place, reflecting the river’s flow as it shapes the 
topography.  The project shifted towards a method 
of blurring and unfolding the river bank. 

The river will shape the bank through flooding and 
receding, erosion and sedimentation, through the 
deposition of seeds and river debris of logs and 
twigs. Preliminary grading and the dispersal of 
seating along the contours make the Drift Garden 
a theatre of the river. The garden is a place to 
experience the delight of the drift of water, flow of 
plants and expanse of sky. The interventions will 
shape the movement of humans within the garden, 
uniting the site as a river theatre to witness the 
motion and be captivated by the drift. 

In terms of the design of fluid relationships, the 
reciprocity between water and land or river and 
people does not come from rigid boundaries and 
distinctive zones, but rather by forging connections 
and allowing for overlapping movements. 
Revalorizing the river and its interaction with the 
banks required a dismantling and redistribution of 
the hard structures initially proposed. A dispersed 
rather than a centralized axial arrangement between 
the dock, seating and the river resulted in a more 
dynamic relationship between the river and people.  
 
The seating and dock are shaped and sensitively 
placed following the fluidity of the newly shaped 
terrain, weaving water, land, plants and people 

TOWARDS A FLUID RELATION
DYNAMICS OF THE RIVER

TINA FONTAINE 
MEMORIAL

THE RIVER

BREAKING THE BANKS EDGE 
AND FOLDING TOWARDS 
THE WATER

OVERLAPPING SPACES BECOME 
CENTRAL TO THE SITES IDENTITY

A BROKEN STAIR

TINA FONTAINE 
MEMORIAL

FRAMED RIVER KEYHOLE

AXIAL RELATIONSHIP 
TO WATER

together. Therefore, accentuating the presence of 
the landform and water instead of the engineered 
structures. The final design phase acknowledges 
the importance of this overlap as a fundamental 
expression of the dynamic expanse of the river that 
gives the site its particular character.

FIG 6.3 - FLUID RELATIONS CONCEPT
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Mixed media montage study of atmosphere 
and materiality

FIG 6.4 - FLUID RELATIONS MONTAGE
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LAND AND STRUCTURES

The initial proposal suggested reconstructing the 
dock in its original footprint. This new structure 
would have to accommodate river fluctuations 
of 7 meters. Initially, a new dock structure was 
imagined to operate as a porous barrier. This 
structure recalled the experience of being on the 
long historical dock and created the conditions 
for the calm mud terraces. However, during 
the seasonal low water of winter, such a solid 
structure created a barrier to the river giving it 
prominence over the riparian landscape’s dynamics 
and ecologies. Ultimately the reconfigured dock, 
with its keyhole and cuts to allow the river to pass 

FIG 6.5 - DESIGN EXPERIMENT: EXPLORATION 
MONTAGE OF NEW DOCK

EDGE OF STAIRS

through, was not enough to intensify the experience 
of the river’s dynamics.

Thinking about the site from the river’s perspective 
and its inherent actions of drift, flow, flood and 
receding on the site; meant embracing a language 
of softening. This action opened the site to 
the dynamics of movement and intensified the 
relationship between the movement of water, 
people, and plants on the site. As a result, I began 
to soften the bank’s edges and reduced the footprint 
of the stairs and dock.
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DESIGN PROCESS: SOFTENING THE DOCK CONFIGURATION

STRAIGHTENED KINKED OPEN

Dock pilings become sediment catchers , measuring and marking how 
the river shapes the bank over time

FIG 6.6  - DESIGN PROCESS: SOFTENING 
THE DOCK CONFIGURATION

FIG 6.7 - SECTION: PILING STUDY AS SEDIMENT CATCHER
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LANDFORM DEVELOPMENT
TOWARDS FINAL DESIGN DECISIONS

FIG 6.8  - CONCEPT SKETCH OF 
MOVEMENT OF RIVER SHAPING LAND

FIG 6.9  - CONTOUR PLAN: STUDY 1

The grading designs were inspired by the flow and 
currents of the river. The concept imagined how 
over time, the river’s path would drift against the 
western edge, creating pressure and potentially a 
pocket for the shallow pool and mud terraces. 
This fluid dynamic and language of the current 
informed shaping the rest of the bank’s edge, 
giving the site a unified identity and a spatial 
expression of the Red River.

The stair is broken apart creating terraced lifts 
of land. The edge is folded back creating a 
welcoming space for the River’s water.
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The fluidity of the river is reflected in the configuration of 
the seating slabs. The dock is reduced to a platform and 
the bank while pilings create a semi permeable edge.  

Concrete stair slabs create terraces and 
overlapping wild riparian vegetation 
with benches for people.

FIG 7.0  - CONTOUR PLAN: STUDY 2

FIG 7.1  - CONTOUR PLAN: STUDY 3
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2

FINAL SITE DESIGN

5 The river gifts of newly fallen logs, seedlings and 
nutrients are welcomed on site. Shallow waters create 
spaces for a host of new life, insects, animals and 
seasonal plants within the space of the mud terraces.

2 Slabs flow across the site creating various spaces for 
observing the changing seasonal water levels.

6 New pillars create a pervious frame through which 
water passes. The pillars knockdown the waves and 
protect the garden’s edge from wave action. 

4 A new dock is constructed closer to the summer 
regulated water level. This concrete deck can become a 
place for gathering at the rivers edge.

1 The garden is maintained as a large urban clearing, 
providing open views to both sky and the river.

2

3 Tina Fontaine Memorial Mound becomes a 
promontory over the garden and is a register for 
changing water levels.

FIG 7.2 - SECTION PERSPECTIVE: DRIFT 
GARDEN CHOREOGRAPHY OF WATER

SIX KEY ELEMENTS:
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1

3
4

5

6



87 THE DRIFT GARDEN

THE ELM ALLEE

MUD TERRACES

PLAZA OF LIGHT (GLEDITSIA)

SOUTH SIDE LAWN

BIRCH AND BASSWOOD STEPS

RIVER EDDY

THE DRIFT GARDEN
FINAL DESIGN PLAN

C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L
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REGULATED SUMMER 
WATER LEVEL

10M0

N

TINA FONTAINE MEMORIAL

WILLOW WALK

ALEXANDER DOCK 

TILIA BANDS

FIG 7.3 - PLAN:DRIFT GARDEN

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E
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THE ELM ALLEE

PLAZA OF LIGHT (GLEDITSIA)

SOUTH SIDE LAWN

THE DRIFT GARDEN
SPRING FLOODING

+227.50

BIRCH AND BASSWOOD STEPS

C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L



90

TINA FONTAINE MEMORIAL

+228.5

FIG 7.4 - PLAN:DRIFT GARDEN SPRING FLOOD

10M0

N

WILLOW WALK

TILIA BANDS

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E

R E D  R I V E R
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THE DRIFT GARDEN 
SUMMER WATER LEVEL

FIG 7.5 - AXONOMETRIC: DRIFT 
GARDEN SUMMER WATER LEVEL
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TREE ATMOSPHERES

SOFTENING THE EDGES

STRUCTURE

1. THE ELM ALLEE

8. THE EDDY

2. GLEDITSIA TRIACANTHOS, PLAZA OF LIGHT

4. BIRCH AND BASSWOOD STEPS

7. DRIFT SEATING

3. WILLOW WALK

9. ALEXANDER DOCK 

5. RUDERAL BEDS

6. SPONTANEOUS RIPARIAN

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
8

9

FIG 7.6 - EXPLODED 
AXONOMETRIC: DRIFT GARDEN
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THE DRIFT GARDEN
SEASONAL SECTIONS

THE URBAN EDGE RUDERAL

FIG 7.7 - SECTION: SUMMER REGULATED 
WATER LEVEL (223.75)

FIG 7.8  - SPRING - FLOOD +228.5 (HIGHEST LEVEL)
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+223.75

+228.5

RIPARIAN OPEN EXPANSE OF THE CLEARING ON THE RIVER
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EXISTING AND PROPOSED 
SECTION OVERLAY

THE URBAN EDGE RUDERAL

KEY MOVES

2. Terraces create plateaus for spontaneous 
vegetation and dwelling

1. Reduce street width to two lanes and create 
more room for pedestrians

3. Deconstruct and soften the edge to allow river to 
breathe with the land 1

FIG 7.9 - SECTION: EXISTING AND PROPOSED

The design enhances and expands the pedestrian 
space along Waterfront Drive. The slope is 
terraced, cutting away the excess top of bank 
weight, helping to balance the more significant cuts 
near the water, where the hardened edge becomes 
softened, allowing the river to breathe.
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RIPARIAN OPEN EXPANSE OF THE CLEARING ON THE RIVER

2 3

PROPOSED

EXISTING

1M INTERVALS
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+223.75
REGULATED SUMMER 
WATER LEVEL

+226.75
AVERAGE SUMMER FLOOD LEVEL

+229.68

+228.5
HIGHEST SPRING FLOOD

+221.75 WINTER WATER LEVEL

LEVELS PLAN

C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L
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+230

+229.75

+229.50

+229.25

+229

+228
+228.25

+228.50
+228.75

+227

+227.75

+227.50

+228.25

+226

+225

+224

+225

+223.75
+223.50

+223.25
+223

+224.25
+224.50

+224.75

+226.25

+226.50

+226.75

+230.25

+230.50

+230.75

+228.5

+224.25 TYP (COLUMN)

+223.75
REGULATED SUMMER 
WATER LEVEL

FIG 8.0 - LEVELS PLAN: DRIFT GARDEN

10M0

N

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E

R E D  R I V E R
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SURFACES PLAN

MUD TERRACES

RUDERAL 
COLONIES

CONCRETE PAVER

LAWN

C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L
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CONCRETE

DRIFT SEATING
P.C.C BLOCKS

GRAVEL 

FIG 8.1  - SURFACE PLAN: DRIFT GARDEN

10M0

N
R E D  R I V E R

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E



101 THE DRIFT GARDEN

PLANTING PLAN

TILIA AMERICANA
LINDEN

ULMUS ‘MORTON’
HYBRID ELM

TILIA AMERICANA 
LINDEN

VOLUNTEER PLANTINGS 
C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L
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GLEDITSIA TRIACANTHOS
HONEYLOCUST

 
POPULUS DELTOIDES 
COTTONWOOD

SALIX AMYGDALOIDES
PEACH LEAF WILLOW

BETULA PAPYRIFERA
WHITE BIRCH

SPONTANEOUS 
WILDFLOWERS AND SHRUBS

RUDERAL GRASSES

FIG 8.2  - PLANTING PLAN: DRIFT GARDEN

10M0

N
R E D  R I V E R

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E
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TRANSITION FROM THE URBAN 
EDGE INTO THE PLAZA OF LIGHT

Tree: Ulmus ‘Morton’ - Hybrid elm
Surface: p.c.c paver - running bond pattern

OPEN SURFACE MATERIALS

FIG 8.4 - (RIGHT) THRESHOLD INTO 
THE DRIFT GARDEN

FIG 8.3  - KEY SECTION: PROPOSED

An allée of Ulmus (Morton) form a canopy over 
Waterfront Drive. The linear columns and shade 
create a sense of enclosure and contrast, amplifying 
the experience of light when entering into the Drift 
Garden. Slabs of paving feather down into the 
plaza creating a sense of continuity between spaces  
and softens the formal transition.

DRIFT GARDEN SPACES
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THE PLAZA OF LIGHT

Solidago - Goldenrod
Eutrochium purpureum - Joe Pye Weed
Asclepias spp. - Milkweed
Portulaca oleracea - Purslane
Cirsium arvense - Canada Thistle
Medicago lupilina - Black Medick
Achillea millefolium - Common Yarrow 
Daucus carota - Wild Carrot
Eragrostis spp. - Lovegrass

INITIAL RUDERAL PLOT SPECIES

Tree: Gleditisa triancanthos - Honey locust
Surface: Recycled crushed limestone

OPEN SURFACE MATERIALSThe plaza of light runs parallel with the river’s 
flow, creating an open gravel surface for navigation 
across the site and along the riparian edge. The 
concept of the drift is embraced within the plaza by 
allowing pockets of ruderal vegetation to take hold 
and colonize the gravel surface. These plantings 
are voluntary and will become seeded based on the 
drifting motions such as wind and birds. Within 
the design, there are three main pockets designated 
for planting. Over time these borders will become 
blurred, and maintenance regimes will be required 
to dictate the growth of the ruderal vegetation in 
the garden. 

Gleditsia triacanthos (Honey locust) is speckled 
across the gravel surface. There, light foliage and 
colour define the space while keeping an open 
and airy atmosphere. The light recycled gravel is 
repurposed from the existing parking lot creating a 
single light surface to highlight the dappled shade 
of the newly planted gleditsia.

FIG 8.6 - (RIGHT) PLAZA OF LIGHT

FIG 8.5  - KEY SECTION: PROPOSED
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Salix exigua - Sandbar willow
Bromus inermis - Smooth broome
Phalaris arundinacea - Reed canary grass
Trillium cernuum - Nodding trillium
Thalictrum venulosum - Veiny meadow rue 

SELECT WET EDGE SPECIES

MUD TERRACES & 
RIVER EDDY

The mud terraces are an overlapping space between 
the desires of humans and the will of the river.  
The mud terraces are defined by staggering linear 
seating formed of concrete. The long slabs recall 
the motion and direction of the river’s flow. During 
flooding and drought, the slabs operate as visual 
measuring devices, registering the river’s flow. 
The slabs drift across the site, creating different 
seating spaces for both gatherings and intimate 
contemplation. Between the slabs, the river’s 
garden takes hold, colonizing the riverbank 
with various wildflowers, riparian grasses and 
other spontaneous vegetation. Spaces for human 

movement are created through subtle applications 
of recycled gravels and mowing. The maintenance 
regime will require preserving various shaded, 
open, muddy and gravel spaces throughout the site. 
Several single trees are planted between the slabs 
to create areas of shade on the exposed riverbank. 
Near the water’s edge, the slabs define an edge 
between the bank and the river, creating a moment 
of interaction. The result is the dynamic design of 
a river garden, constantly in motion through both 
the vegetation movement and the river’s mud and 
water.

Thalictrum dasycarpum - Tall meadow rue
Spartina pectinata - Prairie cordgrass
Smilax herbacea - Smooth carrionflower
Carex assiniboinensis - Assiniboia sedge 
Caltha palustris - Marsh marigold

FIG 8.8  - (RIGHT) MUD TERRACES

FIG 8.7 - KEY SECTION: PROPOSED
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110FIG 8.9  - VIEW OF RIVER EDDY AND NORTH BEND
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112FIG 9.0  - TINA FONTAINE MEMORIAL MOUND AND SOUTH FACING EXPANSE
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3 CUTS FOR THE BORROWED RIVER WATERTIME OF CONSTRUCTION

LIFE OF A DRIFT GARDEN

All gardens experiment in time and place - their 
beauty comes from temporality. Over time, the 
river’s eddy and mud terraces will collect branches, 
seeds, plants and other materials brought to it by 
the water.  
Every year during the floods, some of these gifts 
will be released back into the river, and others 
will stay, forming a blockade, a protective barrier 
protecting the shallow edge. Eventually, the 
existing piles will erode and decompose, losing 
their form, breaking the protective barrier of the 
garden. At this point, the enclosing structure will 
cease to exist and depending on how the river has 
worked on the garden; the boundary could become 
dissolved, merging the garden with the river. 

In the long view, the project considers the past, 
present and future uses of the land, giving agency 
to the river and embracing its control of the 
decomposition of the garden’s frame. By viewing 
the site through a fluid lens and working with the 
relational interactions of the river; the garden sets 
the stage for the performance of the river creating a 
place where the public can interact with the life-
giving properties of water, witness the seasonal 
processes and the rivers’ ability to transform, 
heal and cultivate the land continuously. Through 
staging and framing these relational processes, the 
Drift Garden becomes a part of a living memorial 
for the MMIWG2S.
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COLLECTION OF GIFTS & FORMING THE 
BLOCKADE  (10 YEARS)

FIG 9.1 - LIFE OF A DRIFT GARDEN PROJECTIVE STUDIES

RETURN TO THE RIVER (35 YEARS)
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THE ELM ALLEE

PLAZA OF LIGHT (GLEDITSIA)

SOUTH SIDE LAWN

BIRCH AND BASSWOOD STEPS

THE DRIFT GARDEN
AFTER 25 YEARS

C I B O  W A T E R F R O N T
C A F E

M E R E  H O T E L
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TINA FONTAINE MEMORIAL

FIG 9.2 - PLAN: PROJECTED FUTURES OF THE DRIFT GARDEN

10M0

N

WILLOW WALK

TILIA BANDS

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E

R E D  R I V E R



117 THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN

THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN



118FIG 9.3  - RIPARIAN FLOOD
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The Forest Pools Garden is situated on a triangle of 
land between the Red River, Shaw Park Baseball 
field and the Canadian Museum for Human 
Rights. Major thoroughfares: Waterfront Drive 
and Provencher Boulevard bind the site to the 
river. Vehicular circulation envelopes the parcel 
leaving the site as a liminal space on the river’s 
edge, creating both a feeling and spatial quality of 
isolation. The triangle of land is not a destination 
or a place which invites people to gather. Instead, 
it is a corridor, a passage between the Forks, 
Steven Juba Park and a gateway into the Exchange 
District.  

The site’s most defining feature is a timber crib 
wall that creates a physical barrier dividing riparian 
from parkland and obscuring views to the river. 
The timber crib wall (built post-1955 flood) is 
a leftover from one of the city’s first efforts at 
engineered flood mitigation. The wall once ran the 
length of Waterfront Drive Boulevard, buffering 
a rail line from the edge of the dynamic river. An 
existing segment of the wall has been maintained 
as part of a pedestrian pathway. Walking across it, 
one witnesses the dividing line between the river 
and the urban park. As well, throughout the city, 
fragments of berms, sandbags and other flood 
mitigation materials are found along the riverbank 
serving as mementos and tangible reminders of 

Winnipeg’s experience of the Red River. 
The parkland space contains low-lying lands that 
collect water during the spring melt and heavy 
periods of summer rain. The river occasionally 
swells and covers an adjacent riparian trail, but 
it never reaches the level of lawn and trees. Acer 
negundo, Ulmus americana, Populus balsamifera 
L., Salix alba and Fraxinus pennsylvanica are all 
present on site.

The triangle of land is unique, slightly sunken 
below the road, surrounded by institutions and 
enclosed by topography with a central grove of 
existing trees. While the Drift Garden was about 
expanse and openness, this site is more introverted, 
quiet, dark and calm. Contrasting with the power 
and expanse of the Red River and the macro-
topographies of flow, the Forest Pools Garden 
focuses on the micro-topographies of the droplet 
and puddle, heightening these qualities by focusing 
on the intimate relationships and phenomena of 
water, light and vegetation.

2. CANADIAN MUSEUM
FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

3. ESPLANADE RIEL

1. SHAW PARK

4. TIMBERCRIB WALL

50M0

N

FIG 9.4  - 11 PIONEER AVE AERIAL VIEW

THE FOREST POOLS 
GARDEN

READING THE EXISTING SITE
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URBAN LAYERS OF ENCLOSURE

SHAW PARK

LAYER 1  - ELEVATED 
CNR RAILWAY

LAYER 2  - 
CULTURAL INSTITUTIONS

LAYER 3 - ROADWAYS

LAYER 4 - FOREST AND WALL

FIG 9.5  - LAYERS OF ENCLOSURE

The surrounding context encompasses the site 
in layers of enclosure: from the elevated railway 
to cultural institutions, active thoroughfares and 
existing flood mitigation infrastructure.

FIG 9.6  - EPHEMERAL POOLS
FIG 9.7 - TIMBER CRIB WALL
FIG 9.8  - EXISTING GROVE
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WALKING IN NOTICING THE 
PRESENCE OF WATER

When approaching the site, the main intersection 
of Provencher Boulevard and Waterfront Drive 
meets the site at the southwest edge. The sound 
of traffic is continuous as one crosses these busy 
roads to enter the site. The Esplanade Riel Bridge, 
Canadian Museum for Human Rights and Shaw 
Park seem to tower over the park. From the road, 
the parcel appears sunken, and the timber crib wall 
registers as a long datum snaking across the site. 
As one enters the site, tall poplars extend towards 
the sky and newly planted Fraxinus pennsylvanica  
(Green Ash) attempt to give some structure along a 
partial path. The main pathway guides one into the 
grove, with the limestone pathway slowly fading 
away at a line of Acer negundo (Manitoba Maples). 
These tall, oddly planted trees correspond to the 
linear layout from remnants of an old sidewalk. 
The sidewalk marks the lowest point on-site where 
pools form, and a stormwater drain is present 
nearby.

Moving along the riparian edge is a quiet, dark, and 
disconnected experience. The view across the river 
is seen through a wall of trunks. During summer, 
the shade of the riparian trees extends out over the 
water’s surface, and the sunlight reflecting on the 
water seems to be out of reach. As one maneuvers 
down towards the riverbank and behind the wall 
leaving downtown behind, a sense of vulnerability 
occurs. On many visits, several observations 
of people sleeping or sitting there watching the 
river, spending their day in the shade occurred. 
Evidence of camps, fire pits and strewn around 

garbage all created the impression that this place 
was frequently inhabited and a wild edge. When 
reflecting on the quality of these spaces, it became 
apparent that the city needed places like this, quiet, 
removed, shaded, especially within proximity of 
the downtown. Such places (Same as Alexander 
Docks) have the richest biodiversity and contain 
significant opportunities for storytelling. 

FIG 10.0  - WALKING THE RIPARIAN TRAIL

FIG 9.9  - ENTERING SITE FROM SOUTH SIDE

FIG 10.1 - (RIGHT) PRESENCE OF WATER
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+228.5 HIGH SPRING FLOOD

+223.75 REGULATED SUMMER LEVEL

+221.5 WINTER 

1

CATCH BASIN
(LOWEST POINT)

+LP
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+LP
+LP

RED RIVER

Existing Tree

Existing storm sewer

+LP Location of seasonal pools of melt
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PROVENCHER BLVD.

EXISTING CONDITIONS

existing grove
earth berm

ephemeral pooling ephemeral pooling

FIG 10.2 - EXISTING CONDITIONS SPRING FLOOD

FIG 10.3  - EXISTING CONDITIONS SUMMER 
AVERAGE RIVER LEVEL
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SHADED POOLS & CALM WATER

Pools and puddles of water are created from 
melting snow. Their water is slow, still, dark, and 
reflective.  At first glance, these characteristics 
have a melancholic feel. The puddles resting on the 
surface contain a sense of dormancy and solitude. 
Throughout the parcel, these qualities of water are 
the most apparent. While sporadic and temporal, 
they create a unique sense of place on the upland 
site from the Red River.

The spring melt is also a powerful sign of seasonal 
change. Spring puddles are ephemeral and 
temporary, even though they continuously reappear. 
In Winnipeg, the melt is anticipated each year. 
As children, we are excited for the melt, ready to 
play in the new watery worlds that emerge in the 
most banal of places. It’s with these memories that 
encouraged A careful look deep into the puddle to 
study its composition beyond its reflection. When 
one studies the puddle, one of the most intimate 
forms of water, small currents emerge, carving 
past particles and debris. This inundation creates 
new life. Throughout the site, these depressions, 
collections and creations evoked memories 
from childhood, of walking across melting ice 
and observing its slow drip. All these childhood 
memories speak to our lost engagement with water 
as an adult and a need to become reimmersed and 
witness the powerful potential of these experiences.

Within the puddle, water is temporarily contained 
and limited, yet the material qualities of water 
through reflection expand the world, drawing its 
surroundings across its surface, adding depth to the 
image and the experience of the shallow pools.

FIG 10.5  - PUDDLE STUDIES
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FOREST POOLS GARDEN
DESIGN INTERVENTIONS

5. WINDOW TO THE RIVER
A lateral visual connection is made through the 
existing flood wall, framing a view of the river 
from within the garden. The opening heightens 
the sensibility of the differences between the two 
spaces and the different experiences of water.

1. URBAN CONNECTIONS
Existing roads and pedestrian circulation are 
retained. The design creates contrast with the 
surroundings by densifying the existing grove, 
transforming it into a new patch of urban forest 
with lush vegetation altering its atmosphere.

The garden’s design strategy was guided by a key 
concept of “letting water appear.” Various scalar 
expressions of water are embraced and celebrated 
along with the existing qualities of the site’s 
enclosure. Seasonal pools found on-site exhibited 
quiet, calm, and brooding qualities. These 
observations lent initial inspiration to the design of 
permanent pools and specific moments with water. 

3. INVISIBLE WATER
Water does not always need to be visible to be 
known. Ground covers flow across the site in mass 
plantings, making themselves known at certain 
times of the year. Water is collected from adjacent 
surfaces and stored on-site, and used for irrigation 
of mass plantings. The garden is palpably wetter 
than other areas, and mass plantings thrive.

4. CALM WATER
Explorations of a clearing and a pool, and 
other types of waters unrelated to the river, 
create key moments throughout the garden. 
Calmness contrasts with the dynamic river space 
and creates a moment of pause and the perceived 
slowing of time.

2. A FOREST OF BIODIVERSITY
Existing trees are preserved, and newly planted 
trees extend the forest to meet the urban roads. 
The forest is planted with new, rarely seen species, 
complementing the existing and increasing the 
overall biodiversity on site while emphasizing the 
unique atmosphere of this place.
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URBAN CONNECTIONS

ROOM FOR A FORESTEXISTING GROVE AND 
RIPARIAN EDGE

The site shares a similar size footprint to the 
surrounding cultural institutions (Shaw Park and 
CMHR). The proposal responds to the scale of 
these structures by unifying the site as a single 
patch of forest. Existing trees form the base of a 
new forest planting strategy densifying the existing 
and creating a unique forested experience along the 
urban riparian corridor. At the urban scale, the site 
now contains a unified identity responding to the 
scale of its architectural context.

Cyclist & Pedestrian corridors
Major arterial road
Open space
Tree space

FIG 10.7 - ROOM FOR A FOREST
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EXISTING TREE SPECIES

Populus

Salix alba ‘serica’

Fraxinus pennsylvanica 
var. subintegerrima

Ulmus americana

Acer negundo

FIG 10.8 - SUPERIMPOSED FOREST

A FOREST OF BIODIVERSITY

Existing tree canopy

Proposed tree
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INVISIBLE WATER AND FLOWING REGIME

Water leaves its memory wherever it has been 
present. Through careful observation, one can 
read the land and see the lasting presence of water 
through viewing both plants and animals. Water 
always flows given the laws of gravity; pools of 
water highlight the microtopographies of the land.  
Through plants, we can read the conditions of a 
site, in the case of water, existing contours, create 
opportunities for groundcover plantings that 
follow the curves of the land, recalling the 
passage of water.

FIG 10.9 - GROUND COVER STUDY FIG 11.0 - SHADE & GROUND COVER

Soloman’s seal

Western canada violet

Foam flower

Wild columbine

Crushed gravel 
pathway

(THE CLEARING)

RED RIVER
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MELDING GROUND COVERS
AND INTERVENTIONS

Hatchings indicate ground cover 
massings located in lowest points and 
path of water

THE REFLECTION TABLE
(TASTE, SMELL,TOUCH
SOUND, SIGHT)

THE WELL 
(SOUND)

STONE SLABS
(SMELL TOUCH, SIGHT)

THE RIVER FRAME 
(HEIGHTENED VISION 
AND CONTEXTUAL 
AWARENESS)

FIG 11.1 - FOREST POOL GARDEN CONCEPT 1

(THE CLEARING)



135 THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN

CALM WATER & THE CLEARING

In the center of the clearing a calm moment of still dark 
brooding water, contrasts with the movement and flow of 
the river. Here in the center of the wood time has stopped.

The journey of moving through the garden 
culminates when entering the clearing, where one 
happens upon a still forest pool. The pool’s base 
is dark, reflecting its context with calm and still 
water. The branches and sky above appear in its 
waters. This stillness creates a strong sense of 
focus, clarity, tranquillity and a great moment of 
contemplation. The clearing (see p.133) lies just 
35 meters from the dynamic Red River, creating a 
strong counterpoint between each body of water.

FIG 11.2 - EXISTING GLADE

FIG 11.3  - SCULPTED CLEARING
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Preliminary conceptual sketch
gradients of shade leading to an opening 
in the forest

The sequence of the forest is conceived through 
gradients of light, creating an experiential 
rhythm. The transition occurs through a change 
in materiality, shifting attention to the bodily 
movements of the individual from a hard, dense 
concrete to the light crunch of gravel registered 
with each step. As one moves farther into the 
garden, the light and sounds begin to fade and 
dampen as the travel into the site lengthens. The 
shade increases, and dark canopies overhang 
above, creating a physical sense of density as one 
enters the mass and body of the forest. The forest 
is planted with the Tilia americana (Basswood), 
Quercus jackiana (Hybrid oaks), Acer saccarhum 
(Sugar maple) and Ostyra virginiana (Ironwoods), 
situated in masses. The groupings create moments 
of dappled light with thinning and by planting 
understory trees (sugar maple or ironwood) at 
particular moments.

FIG 11.4 - CLEARING AND REFLECTION POOL

FIG 11.5  - INTENSITY OF VEGETATION BUILD UP
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A WINDOW TO THE RIVER

The first studies imagined puncturing the wall and 
allowing the river and riparian to breathe. The 
bottom location contained a natural opening in the 
riparian that presented the opportunity to create a 
clear view through the wall, riparian, and river.

FIG 11.6  - OPENING IN THE RIPARIAN
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FIG 11.7 - SECTION: PLACEMENT OF RAFT

FIG 11.8 - SECTION: PROFILE STUDY FOR CUT AND FILL

FIG 11.9 - RIPARIAN WINDOW CONCEPT SKETCH
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THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN
A CHOREOGRAPHY OF WATER

4 The forest breaks for a central clearing where the sky 
is brought down into the garden and a large calm pool 
frames the sky on the forest floor.

1 Stormwater run-off is pumped in from the 
surrounding precinct.

3 The collected water is then used to irrigate the newly 
planted ground cover of shrubs and flowers which are as 
ephemeral as the pools after a rain event.

2 The existing catch basin is converted into a cistern 
which collects all on site water, rain and snowmelt. 

5 Four key interventions are placed within 
highlighting a specific instance of water within 
the garden.

1

FIVE KEY ELEMENTS:
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2

3

4

5

FIG 12.0  -  FOREST POOL GARDEN CHOREOGRAPHY OF WATER
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FOREST POOLS GARDEN

THE CLEARING

MUD GIANTS

RIVER FRAME

THE WELL

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E

R E D  R
I V E R
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(B)

(B)

FOREST POOLS GARDEN

FOREST FLOOR PLANTING MIXES
30% KEY SPECIES

Aquilegia canadensis - Wild columbine
Rudbeckia laciniata - Tall coneflower
Physostegia virginiana - Obedient plant

(A)

Mertensia paniculata - Tall bluebells
Viola pubescens - Downy yellow violet

Galium triflorum - Sweet scented bedstraw

(C)

Polygonatum biflorum - Soloman’s seal
Matteuccia struthiopteris - Ostrich fern

(B)

Viola canadensis - Western canada violet

(D)
Tiarella cordifolia -Foam flower

(A)

(B)

(C) (C)

R E D  R
I V E R

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E



144

(C)

(B)

(B)

(C)

(C)

FIG 12.2 - GROUND COVER PLAN
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(A)

FOREST POOLS GARDEN

OVERSTORY TREE SPECIES 

Tilia americana - Basswood
Quercus x jackiana - Hybrid oak

(A)

EXISTING SPECIES

Ulmus americana - American elm
Acer negundo - Manitoba maple
Populus spp. - Poplar
Salix alba ‘sericea’- Silver willow
Fraxinus pennsylvanica var. subintegerrima - 
Green ash

UNDERSTORY TREE SPECIES 

Ostyra virginiana - Ironwood(B)
Acer saccarhum - Sugar maple(C)

(A)

(A)

(B)

(B)

(C)

(A)

(A)

(B)

(C)

(C)

W A T E R F R O N T  D R I V E

R E D  R
I V E R
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(A)

(A)

(A)

(A)

FIG 12.3 - FOREST PLANTING PLAN
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An existing storm sewer drain marks the location 
of the lowest elevation point on site. This 
marker becomes the inspiration for exposing the 
experience of the water’s journey to such sewers. 
The Well folly plays on the notion of the drain 
creating a larger opening and an experience of 
hearing the water fall into a cistern below. The 
porous metal grate platforms extend from the 
existing grade of the pathway over towards the 
cistern. They meet at an intersection, highlighting 

the existing subtle grade change and the area of 
water collection. The slight elevation creates space 
below for unsuspecting plant growth beneath and 
through the grates. Below the walkway is a void, a 
receptacle for the collection of on-site stormwater. 
As the water moves across the landscape, it falls to 
its temporarily motionless state in the cistern. The 
water is filtered and used for irrigation, 
using the water to define the garden.

Mertensia paniculata - Tall bluebells

Galium triflorum -
sweet scented bedstraw

Osytra virginiana - Ironwood

1. “The well” intersecting porous   
metal grate walkways

1

*Existing - 
Acer negundo

2. Recycled - Crushed  
limestone pathway

2

THE WELL

FIG 12.4 - THE WELL AXONOMETRIC
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porous metal plate causes 
sound reverberation

travelling sound waves

ground water infiltration

rain

concrete cistern

inflowadjacent urban sites 
stormwater collected

metal grate

FIG 12.5 - THE WELL SECTION
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The River Frame creates a direct link to the 
adjacent water body hidden behind the timber 
crib wall by puncturing the old flood prevention 
infrastructure, creating an opening. A wooden 
platform resembling a dock is placed on the grove’s 
edge in an axial arrangement with the newly-
created opening, offering views into the riparian 
and the moving river water in the distance.

THE RIVER FRAME

Recycled timber used to create 
a flat platform and seat

An opening is made in the 
timber crib wall

Main walkway

FIG 12.6  - RIPARIAN OPENING



150FIG 12.8  - SECTION: RIVER FRAME

visual connection to river 

FIG 12.7 - PLAN: RIVER FRAME
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THE CLEARING POOL
(APPROACH)



152FIG 12.9  - APPROACHING THE CLEARING
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THE CLEARING POOL

FIG 13.1 - SECTION: REFLECTION POOL

FIG  - 13.0 WATER A SHIFTING MIRROR

The clearing is an archetype of forest gardens. 
Within the center is a circular reflection pool 
resembling a watery eye from which the world 
looks back at its viewer. The reflection pool 
emphasizes the void in the garden welcoming the 
light in and bringing together a flat plane of water 
with the dynamic sky. From afar, the stillness of the 
pool creates a shifting mirror of water, displaying 
and amplifying the seasonal conditions of the 
garden and creating a calm, introspective space in 
the middle of the garden.  
 
The pool’s design was conceived by studying the 
ephemeral pools and puddles on site. Droplets of 
water landing on puddles creating small ripples 
inspired the design of the pool’s concrete dish. 
As one moves closer to the water’s edge, small 
grooves cut within the concrete dish are revealed, 
creating pockets of shade that register the change 
of depth within the pool. 
 

BEVEL GRASSY EDGE

BUBBLER
CONCRETE DISH
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Water marks and erodes the rammed 
earth over time. Embedded seeds  

germinate on the exposed edges

MUD GIANTS

The mud giants tower above the human figure 
at three meters tall. They are composed of local 
rammed, earth, clay and contain a mix of unique 
seeds of Heuchera. The sculptures are a meditation 
of an object created with, from and for the place.  
Water becomes a central element in the sculpture’s 
life, assisting through weathering, eroding, and 
its decay back into the earth. Throughout its life, 
it will germinate new seeds, consistently bringing 
new life over its journey. Thus, the sculpture 
relates to the human experience and reflects on the 
temporal nature of the body by reminding us how 
that body’s composition is over 50% water, and it 
too will decompose over time. 
 
The sculptures are an experiment in the micro 
experience of water, and the power of a small 
droplet. Positioned within the forest, they mark 
the passing of time slowly eroding and decaying 
returning to the earth. When they do, they will 
reseed the garden, and the cycle will continue.

FIG 13.3  - ELEVATION: MUD GIANT EROSION
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Tiarella cordifolia contrast the mud giants 
setting the sculptures in a soft sea of planting

FIG 13.4 - MUD GIANT SITE AXO
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The Forest Pools Garden creates a stark contrast to 
its surroundings by retaining its existing features 
and collecting water to cultivate and transform the 
site. Lush planting flows and blooms resembling 
the moving water connecting each moment of the 
garden. By listening to the specific particularities of 
the site, a series of revelatory moments are created, 
amplifying these water experiences and making 
connections to the greater context of the Red River 
and the city’s urban water infrastructure. 
The garden is conceived as a cycle, where water 
on-site is continuously collected and returned, 
forming a reciprocal relationship between the 
garden and the land. In the long view, the forest 
will evolve with species dying and new ones 
appearing; groundcovers will shift, compete and 
occupy new spaces. Solid masses of earth will 
become eroded by water and decay, seeding a new 
generation within the garden. What will remain is 
the constant flow and collection of water. The well 
will always receive water, as the river will always 
flow. The Forest Pools gardens is a sequence that 
reminds us of water’s movement, its constant 
shifting between states, and most importantly, its 
interconnectedness between all of creation.

LIFE OF THE FOREST 
POOLS GARDEN



158FIG 13.5 - MUD GIANTS IN THE RAIN



159 LESSONS FROM THE RED RIVER

LESSONS FROM THE RED RIVER

FIG 13.6  - EXPOSED LIGHT



160FIG 13.7  - SHADY RIPARIAN
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FIG 13.9  - SECTION: THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN

FIG 13.8  - SECTION: THE DRIFT GARDEN

THE STORY OF TWO GARDENS



162FIG 14.0  - PLAN: TWO GARDENS

 THE FOREST POOLS GARDEN

 THE DRIFT GARDEN
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REFLECTION
THE STORY OF TWO GARDENS

The story of two gardens marks stark contrasts 
between the introverted and the extroverted, from 
a droplet of water to the powerful force of the Red 
River. Working in tandem, while at times person-
ally challenging, was essential to this project. 
These two gardens are inherently interrelated 
through their embedded expressed languages of 
water, proximity to each other and the river. Each 
garden’s resulting atmosphere only becomes more 
apparent when experienced as part of the larger 
urban context. 

As a Winnipegger of Métis and Settler roots, 
this work has been an exploration of not only 
these sites but myself and how I read and walk 
the land today. It was integral for this project to 
weave threads of decolonial thought throughout 
my practice and to be inclusionary, intending to 
center the voices of the river, land and water. I wish 
to acknowledge the importance of community, 
especially when engaging in emotionally powerful 

sites. In reality and perhaps in a post-pandemic 
world, this process would have benefitted from 
the inputs and wisdom of Indigenous elders and 
community members.
 
We can learn to read the land by carefully looking 
for water through liquid displays and atmospheres, 
plants, erosion, and other interactions. Water 
always leaves its memory wherever it has been. 
The river and water are a complete poetic reality, 
as are gardens, always in the process of becoming. 
The longer one studies water, the more one 
moves away from a shallow surficial attraction 
of its visual spectacle and dives deeper into its 
transformative, life-shaping abilities. Re-framing 
how one views water by recognizing its voice, 
inherent beauty, force, and will to make; is a move 
towards building stronger relationships with the 
physical substance itself. But also, with the people. 
This is perhaps water’s greatest lesson; through 
water, we are all interconnected as one. 
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FIG 14.1  - COMBINATION OF 
FIGURES 12.0 AND 7.2
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166FIG 14.2  - WATER AND CLAY
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