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Betsy Damon: Knowing Water

Water is a human right, an earth right. Water is the right to life. Water ripples, splashes, soothes, sings, meanders,
pounds and thunders. Water is perhaps the most aggressive creative force on earth. It is the foundation of life.

Knowing Water

For nearly 30 years, water has been at the heart of my art practice that now spans continents. It began during a
cross-country trip in 1984 when I saw the beautiful and disturbing dry riverbeds of Utah. They inspired my first major
project "A Memory of Clean Water,” a handmade 250-foot paper cast of the Castle Creek riverbed in Utah. At the end
of a day of casting the river, I noticed that the patterns of the stars mimicked the patterns of the stones in the dry river-
bed. With this, I realized that everything is patterned by water.

I discovered that in this sparsely settled valley, the waters were polluted from mining and agricultural runoff. Immedi-
ately I recognized this as a crisis. At that time I knew nothing about water. So I resolved to learn everything about this
substance and our relationship to it.

I read books and went to conferences. The predominant issue that people focused on were about pollution and the
chemicals used to clean water. I wanted to understand water at a fundamental level. How does the water molecule
function? How important is water quality to the quality of life? What is living water and how do we keep our waters
alive? I knew that water and life are inextricably connected and that water has a biodynamic relationship with nature. I
wanted to understand this phenomenon.

It occurred to me that people who lived close to nature would have a deeper understanding of water, thus I looked
towards indigenous American groups. Unfortunately the loss of oral histories made this knowledge difficult to find.
Nonetheless, I discovered several water sites that held special meaning to local Native American tribes. The headwaters
of the Sacramento River, located on Mt. Shasta in California, are a site protected by the tribe that lives in the mountains.
Havasupai Falls in Arizona was kept secret by the local native tribe, but is now a tourist destination. In San Antonio, the
Blue Hole was a site visited every spring by indigenous people.

In 1991, I visited my son who was a college student in China. By sheer serendipity, I met a biologist who had just com-
pleted research on a Tibetan water site called the God Water. Here, the waters help heal digestive problems and tumors.
Chinese medicine is often prepared with water, and traditionally the source of the water was important. Particular
water sources were known to enhance the healing properties of certain herbs. Water quality was inextricably linked to
health.

Two years after this meeting, I attained a grant to visit the God Water site. When I drank the water, I felt the cells in my
body open. So, this is “living water,” I thought. At that time, a bottling company was sourcing from the God Water to
sell the water for its healing properties. This endeavor failed as the water lost its medicinal value in plastic bottles and
glass bottles were too heavy to transport. Consumers rarely know what happens at water-bottling sites or who else may
depend on that water source. The water-bottling efforts at the God Water site failed, and it was returned to the local
Tibetan groups who still use it for health. Although this site is not officially protected from overuse and abuse, it is still
protected by those who collectively have the rights to use the area.

Living Water Garden

Shortly after being at the God Water sacred site, I attended the first environmental conference in Chengdu, Sichuan
Province. Remarkably, along with engineers, Qigong experts attended. This epitomized the interconnection the Chinese
culture found between the environment and health. This conference was a stepping-stone to my collaboration on
several large-scale public performances on water quality with Chinese and Tibetan artists. It also led to an invitation to
design a park that would teach people how nature cleans water.
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The Living Water Garden, a six-acre (2.4 ha) public park located on the Fu and Nan rivers, was the first inner-city
ecological park with water as its theme. It includes an environmental education center, several water features and a
refuge for wildlife. Each day, 200 cubic meters of polluted river water moves through a seven-stage wetland-based
treatment system and emerges clean enough to drink. Although this amount of water does not affect the quality of the
nearby rivers as a whole, it serves as an effective demonstration project. The entire park is in the shape of a fish, a sym-
bol of regeneration in Chinese culture. I was the Director of the project, however, everyone who worked on the Living
Water Garden was encouraged to take ownership. Many people on the team have gone on to do sustainability work
near Chengdu.

After the Living Water Garden, I worked on a design team for the Olympic Park in Beijing. The Living Water Garden
had demonstrated the public value of wetlands in China. This initiated a national dialogue on the benefits of designing
using natural systems. Our design team was able to integrate an extensive urban wetland system into the final design of
the Olympic Park.

ReSources: Saving Living Systems

In 2007, I began “ReSources: Saving Living Systems,” a collaboration with a Tibetan media artist. In the Eastern Hima-
layas, Sichuan China, we have documented nearly 40 sacred water sites and their accompanying local stories. Much
like the indigenous people in the United States, the Tibetans also attributed cultural value to their waters. The Tibetans
know which water sources have medicinal properties. Some are said to be good for your heart, others for your kidneys.
Each source has a distinct medicinal function. In some villages, knowledgeable doctors will prescribe water from par-
ticular springs to cure illness, and many monasteries in this region are founded on such medicinal sites. People make
pilgrimages to certain springs in the summer time. While some of these sites are easily accessible, others require travel
into remote areas with few paved roads.

Most of these water sites have a founding story, directions for using the waters and strict rules for protection. One
story I particularly like surrounds the site called the Butter Water. In this narrative, a weak and starving slave is walk-
ing to her next master. When she declares she can’t go on, her three-year-old son suggests she drinks from the spring,
the Butter Water. Despite her doubt, she drinks the water, and gains remarkable strength. Today, a nearby monastery
protects the Butter Water site.

Many sites have unique forms of protection. One spring has a sign warning people not to bathe on threat of getting
arthritis. Another site has a painted red symbol on a large rock, and people know not to graze their cattle or cut down
the trees. Trees play an important part in maintaining a water source. I visited a monastery where the springs dried
up after a nearby forest was harvested during the Cultural Revolution. The head monk chuckled when I asked what
brought back the waters. He answered that they had replanted the trees. These stories and precautions represent a
whole-system understanding of the impact of human interference.

While researching for “Resources: Saving Living Systems,” I would stay in villages and monasteries where we learned
of water shortages caused by extensive river damming and nearby urban development. These sacred water sites and
the culture surrounding them are threatened by globalization and industry. Documenting these sites is one step towards
learning about a water culture that is disappearing. When it is gone, what can we replace it with? If there is no re-
placement, what is in store? This traditional culture must make adaptations, start to collect rainwater and find ways to
recycle their wastewater.

Living Waters of Larimer: A Fresh Infrastructure

Today, I am working in Pittsburgh, PA on a community project called the “Living Waters of Larimer: A Fresh Infrastruc-
ture.” It places rainwater as the foundation of a community’s redevelopment and empowers citizens to imagine what is
possible.

Larimer is a predominately African American neighborhood that has suffered decades of disinvestment as Pittsburgh’s
economy shifted away from steel. It’s situated on a plateau, surrounded by two rivers buried by urban development.
As I spent time talking with people in the neighborhood and local businesses, I came to see how bankrupt the system
is that purports to serve challenged communities. I asked people what they imagined for their community, what they
wanted to happen there.
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I didn’t come to solve housing or economic problems. I was there to think about their water infrastructure. But these
problems are not distinct. Urban planning often considers storm or rainwater as waste not a resource. Nearly 80 million
gallons of rainwater fall on the Larimer Plateau each year. It seeps into the ground, flows along roads, overflows the
sewer systems and overruns Pittsburgh’s antiquated water infrastructure. The rainwater could be an asset, a chance for
people to live off their own footprint and have access to a resource without charge.

I try to be honest about the role I play. I am a white woman, who is not from Pittsburgh. My role is to give information
and foster community participation to open the possibilities to what can be done. I find local experts. I search out peo-
ple who are interested in organizing and contributing, and I support their leadership.

I asked eco artist Bob Bingham, a professor at nearby Carnegie Mellon University, and two community groups, the
Larimer Green Team and Kingsley Association, to collaborate. The community groups saw the opportunity that rain-
water provided and asked how it could help fuel businesses, jobs and community projects. They have created plans
for self-sustaining urban and medicinal gardens, papermaking businesses, hydroponics, and public water features.
Rainwater as a resource provides a flexible and resilient foundation for future development. Larimer can be a model of
water self-sufficiency.

“Living Waters of Larimer” is the community's project. Four people attended our first workshop. Nine months later,
we had 40 attendees. We are headed towards doing a comprehensive infrastructure plan with the community as fully
involved in planning and design as possible. It will face many challenges. Yet, even if 50% of the plan is implemented, it
will be 50% more than any other Pittsburgh neighborhood.

In Larimer and elsewhere, the destruction of our water systems is familiar news. Rivers are constricted, dammed and
diverted. Water is a commodity. We are in a struggle to save life on earth in the face of human greed. Linear thinking
and planning has created inflexible, unsustainable infrastructures. My work as a social practice artist is to find an alter-
native relationship with our water that will allow us to build sustainable infrastructures that are so deeply needed.
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