
Club
Connections

It was a project, says engineer and watershape designer Larry
Paulick, that led him to explore the nature and needs of an
unusual market and develop an aquatic complex that met the
needs of users at all age levels.  The result is a complex set of
features that grace part of a large Virginia country club, but
the process of getting there, he says, was a four-year process
that was long on research and presentations – and brutally short
in actual construction time.

By Larry Paulick
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association with the Richmond Country Club began after a rainstorm.
The club’s pool had been drained for some basic repair work, but unfortunately it

rained for several days while the shell was still empty. Hydrostatic pressures built,
physics took over and one end popped out of the ground by about 18 inches. It was
a truly impressive mess, which is why they called our firm, Contech Associates of
Annapolis, Md., to get some engineering help.

They definitely needed it: The deep end of the pool was a total loss and had to be re-
moved. On the shallow end,we repaired cracks using epoxy injection, then built a wall
where the deep end formerly met the shallow end as a means of restoring the pool’s
utility on what was obviously a temporary basis – basically to serve as the training venue
for the club’s swim team and for summer pool use.

The Richmond,Va.,area is also home to several other well-established country clubs,
so there’s keen competition for membership. As is true of all businesses, these clubs
respond to changes in the market, so what was initially seen as an utter disaster soon
became an opportunity for this particular club to step up and look at its amenities
in all-new ways.

Given this opportunity to step back and evaluate the situation, it wasn’t long before
they began thinking and talking about an entirely new aquatics complex.

Green Pastures
Of course, these businesses have their idiosyncrasies. First, we had to get past our

initial assumption that these clubs are little more than social gathering places where
golf and tennis serve mostly as an excuse for people to spend time away from home.

These businesses generally occupy a great deal of land, and in most cases commu-
nities grow and prosper around them. As a result, many pay extremely high proper-
ty taxes compared to the rates they paid when first established, so revenues are always
an issue. Moreover,member families age and move on, so most clubs work constantly
at attracting new ones. In other words, these are tough, high-stakes operations.

As we learned, the Richmond Country Club has seen its target market become much
younger in recent years as the local population has turned over. Instead of people in
their 50s, 60s or in retirement years, they now have to draw on members who are
significantly younger – with young families as well. In facing this transition,club man-
agers knew they had to pay close attention to amenities and profit centers and keep a
watchful eye on member needs and demographics.

While they knew they wanted to update their aquatic facilities, they were uncertain
just how to proceed. As a result, the first phase of our work involved us in surveying
the current membership to draw a bead on their desires and priorities (and find out
what they didn’t like). As a basis for comparison, we also tapped into data accumu-
lated by a country-club trade association that gathers the same sort of information on
a national basis.

Evaluating the results was an education. Beyond seeing that dining facilities are clubs’
largest profit centers and fitness centers are in high demand, we also learned that golf
and tennis,while still a major interest,are less important than we’d assumed. Most in-
teresting (and relevant) of all, it’s abundantly clear that the traditional “country club
swimming pool” is a thing of the past. In fact, just as watershaping has become more
multifaceted, complex and ambitious in recent years, so, too, have the aquatic experi-
ences being sought by club members nationwide.

In the specific case of the Richmond Country Club, the property is located near the
corporate headquarters of Capital One, a credit-card company that employs thou-
sands of people who fall mostly in the “young professional” demographic and have
young children to keep busy and entertained. Rolling through this accumulation of
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data and knowing the damaged pool was
wholly inadequate, the club’s manage-
ment lifted the renovation to their aquat-
ic facilities to the top of their priority list.

Even so, moving ahead was no sure
thing, because country clubs are com-
plicated entities. Most clubs (including
this one) do not, for example, maintain
surpluses of cash to fund major reno-
vations or expansions. In general, op-
erations are supported in comfortable
sorts of ways by member dues; when
upgrades or refurbishments are need-
ed, managers present their plans with
projections of what needs to happen
with respect to special assessments and
dues levels to pay for it all.

A Long Menu
In this case, the club was considering

much more than just the aquatic facili-
ty. There was no fitness center, so that
was something they wanted. They also
aimed to upgrade the locker rooms and
the dining facilities and renovate much
of the golf course as well. So from the
start, we weren’t really sure how things
would work out or where the aquatic fa-
cility would fall when the general mem-
bership let its own preferences be known.

Once we developed the design (de-
scribed below), we went through a
process of presenting it to various com-
mittees – both for approval and as a
means of polishing things up before we
approached the full membership. These
presentations included artist’s render-
ings and a host of details developed in
response to hundreds of questions we’d

The construction process may have tak-
en less than 100 days, but it was a sub-
stantial effort covering 57,000 square feet
of surface area with a total water volume
of more than 390,000 gallons. Within that
space, the country club’s pool complex
includes several unusual details, includ-
ing the long peninsula dividing two beach-
entry areas; the angled, current-gener-
ating floor returns in the water-treadmill
section of the lounging pool; and the
breaks in walls that link the beach-entry
areas to each other and to the competi-
tion pool and diving well beyond.
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been asked along the way. Finally, the
entire renovation program (and associ-
ated assessments) was released,discussed
and put up for a vote.

To our delight, the sense we had all the
way along that the aquatic facility was at
the top of everyone’s wish list was fully
supported by the members’ votes and
pocketbooks. In fact, the aquatic facil-
ity was far and away the top priority.
From the members’perspective, the mul-
ti-generational appeal of aquatic activi-
ty in terms of recreation, health, fitness
and relaxation proved to be irresistible.
The managers were happy as well, be-
cause they saw a well-appointed,much-
upgraded aquatic facility as a way not
only to satisfy existing members,but also
to use in marketing the club to potential
new members.

This says a great deal about the over-
all appeal of water in recreational envi-
ronments, but I think our success at this
stage also had to do with the fact that
we’d done our homework and devel-
oped a plan that addressed a wide range
of key family interests.

What we’d proposed was a radical de-
parture from the traditional rectangu-
lar country club pool,which in this case
was rarely used by anyone (beyond that
local swim team) other than as a place
to sit in lounges to catch some sun. Our
ambition was to create a dynamic en-
vironment in which clear benefits were
associated with each of the proposed ac-
tivity zones.

In everything we proposed, we were
working in a relatively compact space 300
feet long and 190 feet wide. We didn’t

even consider using the existing pool site
because it was far smaller than that. In
fact, the patched pool was kept up and
running throughout the installation of
the new facility; once we were done, it
was filled in and became a putting green.

Even though the space we envisioned
was rather small in relative terms, it was
still an extraordinary request: To make
it happen, the club would need to pur-
chase a bit of land from a neighboring

The 25-meter competition pool is the heart of
the club’s aquatic amenities, but it doesn’t
stand alone:  Perpendicular to one end (in the
foreground) is a spacious diving well with a
one-meter board; on the opposite corner is
the access channel to the dual beach entries
beyond.
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property. Moreover, the proposed site
abutted the driving range, which would
have to be relocated to take our area out
of the line of fire.

In the Water
The piece of land we were after (and

to which we were finally given full ac-
cess) was overgrown and on a slope.

Soils tests were performed before we
cleared and graded the site. This was
a big concern, because subsurface
springs are quite common in this area.
We didn’t find any problems along
those lines, but we did discover that, in
the spot where the deep end for the
main competition pool was to be lo-
cated, the ground was made up of
poorly compacted soil. We had to get
rid of that bad soil and, through the
course of several weeks, build up the
area by a depth of more than eight feet.
This work proceeded layer by layer un-
til we reached the final pool elevation.

Once that task was finished, we were
finally ready to begin construction,
which took place on a 99-day stretch
in the summer of 2007 – nearly four
years after we’d first been called about
the popped pool. As completed, the
entire complex contains more than
390,000 gallons of water with thou-
sands of square feet of surface area.

The heart of the design is the compe-
tition pool. As mentioned above, the
club hosts local swim teams, and the
membership had let us know that swim-
ming for exercise was a chief priority. To
accommodate all of this, we installed a
25-meter, eight-lane racing pool – but
with a number of interesting twists.

On one end perpendicular to the
main body of the pool, for example, we
set up a 24-by-45 foot diving well 12
feet deep with a single one-meter
board. We did so because diving is one
of the swim team’s activities and be-
cause the members wanted it (even
though diving is a relatively unpopu-
lar activity these days).

Far more unusual,on the shallow end
we set up a narrow passage that offers
access to a pair of large,V-shaped,beach-
entry areas: Although they’re connect-
ed to the pool and each other, they have
completely separate functions and are,

in my opinion, what gives the facility its
interesting character. First, there’s the
fact that beach entries aren’t all that com-
mon in conjunction with rectangular
competition pools; second, there’s also
the fact that there are two of them.

The dual areas serve distinct purpos-
es: One is an active play zone measuring
29 by 52 feet that includes a number of
interactive/waterpark-type structures

and elements,while the other is a 27-by-
62-foot beach entry pool much like a
wading pool. Each is meant to provide
its own sort of experience and was de-
veloped in response to the play needs of
people of certain ages.

In making our selections for the
splash zone, we at Contech Associates
studied a variety of possibilities before
contacting Rain Drop Products of

The peninsula-split beach area serves two distinct purposes for club members:  The one that feeds
directly into the competition pool is for active play and features a number of waterpark-style fix-
tures; the other is a much calmer space designed for relaxed wading and for acclimatizing small
children to the fun of being in the water. 
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Ashland, Ohio, to provide us with fix-
tures including mushroom falls, dump-
ing-bucket features and standpipes con-
trolled with wheel valves. Our thought
was that this set of features would ap-
peal to the widest range of ages, from
small children to adults – and indeed
the area has proved particularly ap-
pealing to teenagers, who can be among
the toughest of all age groups to satis-
fy in this type of setting.

The other beach area functions as a
transitional wading environment for
small children, their parents and anyone
else who wants to ease him- or herself
into the water. By comparison to the
other beach area, this one is all about re-
laxation and far less energetic play and
was designed as a place to acclimatize
small children to the process of getting
wet in a safe, non-threatening environ-
ment. It’s also a great place for sunning
– or just hanging out.

By splitting these beach entry areas
into two rather than combining them in
some way as one, we allow everyone on
deck to evaluate the situation and make
a choice. And it’s worked like a charm,
with some people going crazy among
the interactive features while others re-
lax in the wading pool.

Making a Splash
A separate area near the pools serves

as a play zone for kids: This one is a 20-
by-40-foot deck area outfitted with 24
computer-programmable leaping jets
that fire in a non-repeating pattern to

keep things from getting predictable or
boring.

The concept here was that parents
could stay dry in this fenced area, while
their small children played to their hearts’
content. What we found out later is that
this area was also being enjoyed by teens
(and playful adults as well) who couldn’t
resist the dancing waters,under the guise
of playing with the tots.

With all the activity in the main pool,
beach areas and splash pad zones di-
rected mainly toward entertaining chil-
dren and teens, we saw the need to es-
tablish a separate area strictly for adult
enjoyment. To provide a sense of sep-
aration, we divided this adult area from
the main pool and play zone for kids
and cut down on noise with a grassy,
five-foot berm topped with landscap-
ing to create a feeling of isolation. This
space is all about relaxation, peace and
quiet – just for adults.

There are two main elements here: a
raised, oval-shaped, 22-foot-diameter
spa that easily accommodates up to a
dozen people and features a variety of
hydrotherapy jets; and, adjacent to the
spa, a unique keyhole-shaped body of
water that combines a lounging area with
a circular water-treadmill zone.

The lounging area serves as a shallow
conversation pit where people can sit and
quietly chill out as they watch the action
on the green at Hole 7. The water-tread-
mill is a 10-foot circle with return jets
mounted in the floor to create an even flow
at two-and-a-half feet per second to pro-

The splash zone is another kid-oriented area within the club’s aquatic complex.  Its arrays of
jets are programmed to fire in non-repeating patterns – the key to keeping things from becom-
ing repetitive or boring – and the deck is large enough to accommodate children of all ages (and
playful adults as well).

Keeping it Simple 

In reviewing the photographs that accompany the text, you’ll no doubt notice that the
aesthetics applied to this aquatic facility are extremely spare – quite plain and utilitarian. 

That visual sparseness was entirely by design.  Although the aquatic area was set up to
provide various types of play for people of different ages in much the way a visually brighter
waterpark might be organized, the Richmond Country Club is a classy place marked by
simple elegance and an understated, streamlined architecture – qualities our design need-
ed to reflect.   

So we went with simple lines and a straightforward green-and-white color palette (to
align with the club’s colors).  The only embellishments, if you can call them that, are the
flags on the tops of the dumping-bucket fixtures.

– L.P
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vide low-impact exercise for people walk-
ing against the current. (Interestingly,
we’ve also spotted people “going with the
flow”after a fashion, turning an exercise
area into an abbreviated lazy river.)

As with all of the other elements in
this project, this unique vessel was based
on a calculated understanding of what
club members wanted and desired in
their revamped aquatic facility. I’m
proud to say the response to the entire
composition has been phenomenal,and
we’ve all been encouraged (and in-
formed) by those who’ve used certain of
these features in ways we didn’t antici-
pate, even with all our research.

The club’s members and managers are
thrilled,and although it was a long road
from start to finish, it appears to have
been worth every step.

Slightly removed from the louder swimming and play areas and insu-
lated by a large, planted berm, we set up an area to accommodate the
needs of the club’s adult membership.  This spacious deck features a
large hydrotherapy spa and an unusual, keyhole-shaped lounging pool
with a circular water-treadmill at one end.

Quality Roster

From start to finish, this project was about executing the design and installing systems
with quality and reliable performance uppermost in mind.  

When it came to pool equipment, for example, we started with a detailed cost/benefit
analysis to help club managers and members feel confidence that our selections would
pay dividends through many years of operation.  

Our analysis, for example, led us to specify chlorine generators from AutoPilot (Fort
Lauderdale, Fla.) that would offer a payback on investment within three years after installa-
tion compared to other chlorine-administering systems.  We also made a similar value judg-
ment with the heating system, using heat pumps from AquaCal (St. Petersburg, Fla.) in con-
junction with propane heaters, and recommended energy-efficient pumps from Pentair
(Sanford, N.C.), chemical controllers from Chemtrol (Santa Barbara, Calif.) and rail goods
from S.R. Smith (Canby, Ore.). 

Of course, all of our value-engineering work would have fallen short without excellent
contracting throughout the installation process.  The crews at Charlottesville Aquatics
(Charlottesville, Va.) filled that role brilliantly, executing a highly complex project within an in-
credibly compact 99-day time frame. They proved their professionalism at every turn. 

– L.P.
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